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THE TRANSLATOR’S 
INTRODUCTION 


This is the first of five volumes in which it is intended to present an 
abridged English translation of the whole of Tabari's commentary on 
the Qur’an. This commentary consists in greater part, although by no 
means entirely, of pronouncements on the interpretation of passages of 
the Qur’an made by the early generations of Muslims, and handed 
down in the customary Islamic form of Tradition ( hadith , khabar). 
Indeed, the important place which Tabari’s commentary has held in 
the Islamic world since its inception is due to the comprehensive 
collection of these Traditions relevant to Qur’anic interpretation which 
is to be found therein. In many cases, it provides the only extant source 
for these early pronouncements. 

The purpose of this introduction is to place Tabari’s commentary 
within the historical framework of the development of Qur’anic 
exegesis. A short account will also be given of the sources most 
frequently cited by Tabari and of the history of the text of the Qur’an. 

Abu Ja'far Muhammad b. Jarir b. YazTd b. Kathlr b. Ghalib 
al-Tabari was bom at the end of 224 or the beginning of 225 (=ad 
839) in Amul in northern Iran, in the region then known as Tabaristan, 
from which his name, al-Tabari, derives. Because he had shown early 
intellectual promise, his well-to-do father sent him to study in the 
religious centre of Raiy, near to present-day Tehran. After preliminary 
studies there, he left for Baghdad, apparently in the hope of studying 
with the great Traditionist Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), founder of 
the last of the four great Sunni schools of law. There are differing 
accounts of whether he actually did so or not, for he arrived in 
Baghdad around the time of Ibn Hanbal’s death. 

In his late twenties or early thirties he began his journeys to the 
important centres of Islamic learning in search of Traditions. This was a 
customary journey for those who wished to collect Traditions, for one 
of the main criteria of the authenticity of a Tradition is its chain of 
transmission ( isnad ). Traditions were handed down from one trans- 
mitter to another, and their names were recorded, the subsequent chain 
being prefaced to each Tradition in some such form as: ‘A reported to 
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me (the recorder of the Tradition) that he was informed by B, who 
heard from C, from D [and so on down to the person from whom the 
Tradition originated ] that X said: When this handing down of 

Traditions became systematized, it became standard practice for 
someone wishing to pass on a Tradition to seek the authority of the one 
from whom he had heard it, this being considered a guarantee of the 
correctness of the transmitted text. There is evidence that some early 
Traditionists thought the writing down of Traditions to be reprehen- 
sible on the grounds that writing was alterable in a way in which they 
considered oral transmission not to be, but there are also reports of other 
early Traditionists encouraging writing, and by Tabari's time this was 
common practice. 

First Tabari visited Kufa and Basra, the ancient centres of Islamic 
learning in Iraq. Then, after another stay in Baghdad, he travelled to 
the towns of Syria and to Egypt. In each of these places he would have 
sought out those who were learned in Traditions, heard Traditions 
from them, and received their permission to transmit in his turn, and 
thus have become the next authenticated link in the chain of 
transmitters. This process is attested by the remark he makes in the 
introduction to his commentary where he says that whenever he uses 
the words ‘so-and-so has reported to us’, he means that he believes the 
Tradition has been authentically transmitted to him. 1 

While on his journeys, Tabari was concerned to record Traditions 
not only on the interpretation of the Qur’an. He is equally famous as a 
historian, as the author of a vast collection of annals with the title of 
Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-’l-anbiya wa-l-muluk wa-’l-khulafa (History of the 
Messengers, Prophets, Kings, and Caliphs), which records the history 
of the world from the first human, Adam, up to his own time. This 
work is as important a source for historical Tradition as is his 
commentary for exegetical Tradition. 2 

Another field in which Tabari gained prominence was that of the 
variant readings of the Qur’an. His Kitab al-qira’at wa-tanztl al-Qur’an 
(The Book of Recitations and of the Revelation of the Qur’an) was 
considered by many as the standard work on the subject, and Ibn 
Mujahid (d. 324/936), who will be mentioned later as the systematizer 
of Qur’anic recitation, is said to have held it in great esteem. 3 

Islamic law (Jiqh ) was also a subject in which Tabari rose to 
eminence. Originally a follower of al-ShafiT (d. 204/820), he 
subsequently became the founder of a short-lived school of his own, 
named the Jarlrlya. It seems to have been close to the ShafiT school, 


but, apart from an extract in his commentary from what seems to have 
been his main text on juristic methodology, his Kitab lattf al-qawl ft 
al-bayan 'an usul al-ahkdm (The Book of Subtleties Concerning the 
Exposition of the Principles of Legislation), 4 there are no extant works 
of his from which his legal method might be directly ascertained. His 
sole surviving juridical writing appears to be parts of the Ikhtilaf 
al-fuqaha ’ (Divergent Opinions of the Jurists), 5 but his biographers 
record other titles. 

It is also reported that, while on his journeys, Tabari held 
discussions with other scholars on such matters as law, the recitation of 
the Qur’an, and Arabic literature. On the whole, he managed to keep 
aloof from the political and sectarian turmoils of his day, although he 
seems to have incurred the anger of the Hanbafis for his criticism of Ibn 
Hanbal, whom he regarded as only a Traditionist and not as a jurist. It 
is said that his house in Baghdad was besieged by them because his 
interpretation of a certain Qur’anic verse had been at variance with 
Hanball doctrine. 

Although he travelled much in search of Traditions, his base was 
Baghdad, and it was here that he became famous as a teacher. The 
teaching circle seems to have been his prefered medium for the 
transmission of his acquired knowledge, and the form of his 
commentary demonstrates the way in which many such medieval texts 
were composed. The opening sentence tells us that the text of the work 
was read back to him in ah 306, and in most of the instances where 
Tabari’s own opinion is recorded his words are prefaced by ‘Abu Ja’far 
said: . . .’ (this has generally been omitted in the translation). Whether 
or not this should be taken literally to mean that the whole work was 
transmitted orally, it does clearly demonstrate that dictation was an 
accepted basis for the transmission of texts such as this. It was common 
practice for leading students to copy down what their teacher relayed 
during the teaching sessions, and for them then to submit their copies to 
him for authentication, such as was given in this case. When they had 
obtained his permission, they were then entitled to transmit the text in 
their turn, much as in the case of Traditions, and to pass their copy on 
to other scribes who would see to it that the work was disseminated. In 
the case of popular works such as Tabari's commentary, many copies 
must have been made, for it quickly gained widespread acceptance as a 
major text. 

Tabari’s biographers state that he worked at a formidable rate, and 
many cite the anecdote that he wrote forty pages a day for forty years. 
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He must therefore have written many of his own works in his own 
hand, perhaps passing them to his students to make copies which he 
would then certify. 

In addition to writings of his in the fields already mentioned, his 
biographers also list works by him on ilnt al-rijal , the biographical 
science concerning the transmitters of Traditions, on the administration 
of justice (although he is not mentioned as having held any official posts 
himself), and on ethical conduct. He was the author of a creed ( ‘aqida) 
which has been recently published, 6 and smaller works on theological 
matters are also recorded, in particular a series of monographs on Abu 
Bakr, Umar, and AIT b. AbT Talib, three of the four ‘rightly guided’ 
caliphs. Although a staunchly orthodox Sunni, he was accused of 
having given support to some ShlT views in the latter of these, and thus 
courted accusations of unorthodoxy, but he was also attacked by Shl'Is 
for his teaching on the first two caliphs. He died in 310/923, and many 
are said to have taken part in his funeral; he was mourned by a great 
number of religious and literary figures. 7 

In his commentary on the Qur an, the Jdtni ' al-bayan r an ta'wil ay 
al-Quran (The Comprehensive Exposition of the Interpretation of the 
Verses of the Qur an), 8 Tabari brought together the vast body of 
exegetic Tradition which he had gathered on his journeys, thus creating 
the first comprehensive collection of such material. It is clear that this 
was his first objective in compiling his commentary, but his task was 
not simply one of recording. The size of the work alone, 12 volumes 
containing 30 books in the 1978 reprinting of the complete Bulaq 
edition, indicates the enormous quantity of material which Tabari had 
scrupulously collected, and within this material there could sometimes 
be twenty or more different opinions on the interpretation of a single 
Qur anic word or phrase, these differences occurring not only between 
authorities, but even between Traditions from the same authority. In 
the face of this, Tabari might have been expected to reduce the 
quantity of his material by applying some trenchant critical method, 
but his tendency was more towards comprehensiveness. However, it 
should not be thought that Tabari collected everything that existed on 
the subject; he collected only what he considered to be reliably 
transmitted from orthodox Sunni authorities, thus excluding, for 
example, ShTT exegesis, with its body of Traditions from their Imams, 
and $uff exegesis, with its more allegorical and mystical approach. 

Often Tabari is content to list the divergent opinions on a word or 
phrase, and to leave them as they are, even citing contradictory 
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opinions from the same person without attempting to resolve them. 
But in many places he goes further than this, and tries either to reach 
some kind of harmonization, or to show that one of the opinions 
should be given more credence than the others. A well-authenticated 
Tradition from the Prophet is absolutely authoritative for him, and 
opinions of Companions have higher authority than those of later 
exegetes. The chain of transmission is therefore of importance to him 
when he seeks to exclude a Tradition. Another device which he 
employs is the philological analysis of apparently contradictory words 
and phrases in order to reconcile them, or he may introduce some more 
abstract criterion, usually from jurisprudence (usul al-Jiqh) or gram- 
mar. At various points in his commentary, Tabari makes explicit 
mention of items in his methodology. 9 

The material which Tabari quotes falls into two kinds: the 
Traditions from the people of tafslr and ta’wil (although the latter of 
these two terms came to denote a more allegorical style of interpreta- 
tion than the former, Tabari apparently uses them as synonyms, as the 
very title of his commentary indicates), which are cited with full isnads; 
and the opinions of grammarians, which are usually quoted anony- 
mously as coming from ‘a Ba$ran grammarian’ or ‘a Kufan gram- 
marian’. The exegetes and interpreters he quotes are, for the most 
part, Companions of the Prophet, of whom the most important is Ibn 
'Abbas, or Followers — those, mostly of the next generation, who never 
met the Prophet but knew one or more of the Companions; and the 
Ba$ran and Kufan grammarians are usually Abu 'Ubaida and al-Farra’ 
respectively. Abu 'Ubaida Ma'mar b. al-Muthanna (110/728—209/ 
824—5) was bom, and lived, in Ba$ra. He was trained in grammar and 
philology, and later applied the methodology of these sciences to 
materials pertaining to the transmitted accounts of the history and 
culture of the Arabs. His Majaz al-Qur’an 10 ( majaz here means 
‘interpretation’ or ‘paraphrase’) consists of brief notes on words and 
phrases in the Qur’an treated according to the order of the verses and 
suras, and is the earliest extant work on tafsxr. Al-Farra* was the 
sobriquet of Abu Zakariya’ Yahya b. Ziyad al-Kuft (c. 144/761- 
207/822), foremost among the early Kufan grammarians. He wrote 
extensively on grammar, lexicography, and topics concerning the 
Qur’an; among his books is the famous Kitdb maani ’l-Qur’an . 11 

There is also a third kind of material which Tabari uses, and that is 
the variant readings of the Qur’an, but since, as he explains himself, he 
has dealt with this subject in another of his works, the Kitdb al-qira’dt 
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mentioned above, he has recourse to this only occasionally. 12 He seems 
to have regarded the subjects of tafstr and qira'at as generally quite 
separate. 

T atari usually expresses his own preferred opinion in the form of a 
paraphrase of the whole, or part, of the verse in question, although he 
does not always give systematic reasons for his preferences. This 
approach, which allows Tabari to leave intact the body of Traditions he 
has gathered, has in effect been the great virtue of his method, for 
commentators who came after him were generally spared the trouble of 
searching individually for the Traditions they wished to cite: they could 
be found in Tabari, who was henceforth their authority. The great 
value of his work is reflected in the comment by the jurist Abu Hamid 
al-Isfara’inl that ‘If a person has to go to China to obtain a copy of 
Muhammad b. Jarir’s Tqfsir, it will not have been too much [effort].’ 

His time was, in the broader context of the Islamic sciences in 
general, one of transition, from a situation in which fairly autonomous 
centres, where those who had memorized and recorded knowledge 
were to be found, were the seats of particular theological and legal 
schools, to one in which cities, such as Baghdad, where formal and 
systematic teaching was established in colleges and teaching mosques, 
attracted men of knowledge who collected around themselves large 
numbers of students, and in which various schools of thought existed 
side by side. This does not mean that students no longer needed to 
travel; they still had to if they wanted to reach the pinnacle of their 
subject, but formal teaching and the sciences, rather than the collection 
of knowledge preserved in multiple local traditions, had become their 
purpose. It was thus also the time at which the systematization of the 
sciences really began, in which a conscious effort was being made to 
bring some kind of unity to all the disparate and proliferating trends 
which constituted Islamic knowledge. In this period, some Traditio- 
nists, such as the famous al-Bukhari, who died some 50 years before 
Tabari, and other compilers of the canonical collections, were more 
concerned to be systematic than just to collect; for, having spent a great 
part of their lives, like Tabari, amassing Traditions, they rejected all but 
the smallest number which they could be quite sure were authentic. 
Tabari, on the other hand, seems to have been primarily an 
encyclopedist, concerned to preserve as much as he could, and only 
secondarily a systematizer. 

The history of tafstr has traditionally been seen to have begun with 
the Companions and Followers, who were in closest contact with the 


Revelation. Tabari quotes from all four of the ‘rightly guided’ caliphs, 
Abu Bakr, *Umar, 'Uthman, and *AIT, as well as from 'A’isha, one of 
the Prophet’s wives. However, by far the most important figure from 
the point of view of Traditional exegesis was the Companion Ibn 
'Abbas. 'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas b. 'Abd al-Muttalib b. Hashim, 
commonly known as Ibn 'Abbas, was the son of the Prophet’s paternal 
uncle. He was bom three years before the hijra. Due to his close blood 
relationship with the Prophet, and to the fact that his aunt Maimuna 
was one of the Prophet’s wives, he grew up in close proximity to 
Muhammad. Several Traditions record the Prophet praying that Ibn 
'Abbas should be given wisdom and the ability to interpret the Qur’an. 
When the Prophet died he was still a youth, either 13 or, according to 
some reports, 15 years old. He then set about frequenting the oldest 
Companions to gather from them reports concerning words and deeds 
of the Prophet which he had not heard or seen himself. He was called 
the ‘Doctor ( habrjhibr )’ of the Community, and the ‘Ocean ( bahr )’, on 
account of his legendary knowledge. 

He is famous for having attained an exceptional degree of 
knowledge of the Qur’anic text and its interpretation, but was also a 
renowned expert in pre-Islamic history and the early genre of 
biography of the Prophet known as maghazt (‘military expeditions’), in 
fiqh (Islamic law), and in pre-lslamic poetry. He is reputed to have 
taught all of these subjects on a formal basis. Many turned to him for 
juristic opinions and exegesis of the Book, and many commented upon 
his extraordinary intellectual abilities. It is also said that he frequently 
resorted to deriving explanations through speculation (ijtihad bi-’l-ra’y). 

His exegetic utterances were collected into volumes with isnads 
going back to various of his students and companions, some of whom 
are mentioned below, but there is a great deal of controversy about the 
dating of these works and about the extent to which his own doctrines 
can be ascertained from them. However, it is commonly agreed that 
Arabic poetry gained its acceptance among Muslim scholars on account 
of his frequent use of it to support his interpretations. Such a use of 
poetic quotation is a notable feature of Tabari 1 s own commentary. 

Ibn 'Abbas is thus regarded as a veritable exemplum of the Muslim 
scholar, but there is also an important political and miltary aspect to his 
life, one which began after the murder of the third caliph, 'Uthman. 
Initially, he was associated with the fourth caliph, 'All, who made him 
governor of Ba§ra, but he apparently fell out with him and returned to 
Mecca. He seems to have been subsequently involved in the political 
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dispute over the caliphate between *AlI’s son, al-Hasan, and the 
Umaiyad Mu awiya, and is said to have expropriated a large sum from 
the Basran treasury. Much later, when 'Abd Allah b. Zubair staged a 
revolt against the Umaiyads and took control of Mecca, Ibn ‘Abbas 
and Muhammad b. al-Hanafiya, another of ‘AlTs sons, refused to 
accept his leadership and were imprisoned. They were subsequently 
rescued, and escaped to Ja’if, where Ibn ‘Abbas died in 68/687-8, at the 
age of 70. His funeral was led by Muhammad b. al-Hanaftya, who 
said of him: By Allah, today the “master ( rabbant )” of this community 
has died.’ 

Ibn Abbas attracted around himself a number of companions and 
students, mainly in Mecca. Those most frequently cited by 'J'abarT are 
‘ Ikrima, Mujahid, Sa'Td b. Jubair, and 'Ata’ b. Abl Rabah. ‘Ikrima 
Abu 'Abd Allah al-Barbarl, was a slave of Ibn 'Abbas, and is generally 
thought to have been a KharijT; he died in 105/723-4 at an advanced 
age. Abu ’l-Hajjaj Mujahid b. Jabr al-Makkl (21/642-104/722) also 
heard Traditions from 'AIT b. Abl Talib and Ubaiy b. Ka'b, and is said 
to have had a special interest in the supernatural. Abu 'Abd Allah Sa'Td 
b. Jubair al-AsadT al-KufT (b. 45/665) was executed by al-Hajjaj in 
95/7 *4- 'Ata’ b. AbT Rabah was bom in the Yemen of Nubian parents; 
he died in Mecca in 114-1 5/732-3. Abu Hanlfa, the founder of the 
earliest of the four major SunnT schools of law, says that he attended his 
lectures, and he is said to have used speculative thinking ( ijtihad 
bi-’l-ra’y). Another Follower who was credited with transmissions from 
Ibn 'Abbas was al-Dahhak b. Muzahim al-Hilall al-Balkhl al- 
KhurasanT (d. 105/732). This transmission, however, is considered 
weak, since it is generally accepted that al-Dahhak never met Ibn 
'Abbas, but leamt his teachings instead through Sa'Td b. Jubair. 

Ibn 'Abbas is the most frequently quoted authority in Tabari's 
commentary, a fact which reflects the supreme importance of this 
figure in traditional exegesis. That he was a teacher as well as an 
important source for exegetical opinion is reflected in the fact that his 
students not only transmitted his interpretations, but were exegetes in 
their own right, some of them being credited with their own writ- 
ten tafstrs. 

Another Companion important for Traditional exegesis was Ibn 
Mas'ud, although his status has been generally held to be below that of 
Ibn 'Abbas. Tabari cites him, especially in a compound chain of 
transmission including Ibn 'Abbas as well, but he also frequently cites 
Traditions from several of his disciples. 'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud b. Ghafil 


b. Habib, also referred to by the name Ibn Umm 'Abd, was a Bedouin 
of humble origins, who, after an early conversion to Islam (he was, 
according to some, the third, and according to others the sixth, person 
to become Muslim), was employed by the Prophet in fairly menial 
tasks but ones which ensured an almost daily contact between him and 
Muhammad. Thus he became a source for various details of the 
Prophet’s life. He was one of those who emigrated to Abyssinia when 
conditions for the Muslims in Mecca seriously deteriorated, but he 
returned in time to follow Muhammad when he emigrated to Medina. 
He fought at the battles of Badr and Uhud, and was a close friend of a 
number of Companions, mostly non-Meccan. After the death of 
Muhammad, he joined in the military exploits of the expanding 
Community, particularly in Iraq, and eventually settled in Kufa. There 
he became involved in administrative and ambassadorial tasks, but he 
fell into disgrace with the third caliph, ‘Uthman, and returned to 
Medina, where he died in ah 32 or 33 at more than 60 years of age. 

He is portrayed as an extremely pious man, devoted to Muhammad 
and his family, and it is said that whenever he gave information about 
the Prophet he would tremble and break out into a sweat, taking great 
care to express himself accurately. He seems always to have been 
concerned to uphold the rights of the humble, and to protect the newly 
founded religion, especially against the machinations of the Meccan 
aristocracy. 

Like Ibn 'Abbas, he specialized in exegesis, but tended more towards 
allegorical interpretation. Although Tabari gives many Traditions 
going back to Ibn Mas'ud, he does not accord him the same elevated 
rank as Ibn 'Abbas. His ‘school’ was based in Kufa, and those of his 
companions whose reports are quoted by Tabari include 'Alqama b. 
Qais, Qatada, (al-)Hasan al-Basii, and Ibrahim al-Nakha'T. 'Alqama b. 
Qais b. 'Abd Allah b. Malik al-Nakha'T was bom in the Prophet’s 
lifetime and heard Traditions from Ibn Mas'ud and other Companions; 
he died in Kufa in 62/681. Qatada b. Di' ama al-SadusI (60/680—118/736) 
was a Basran of Bedouin origin and blind from birth, and his memory 
for Traditions and genealogies was proverbial; he also heard Traditions 
from Anas b. Malik and was a pupil of (al-)IJasan Abu Sa'Td b. Abi 
’1-Hasan Yasar al-Ba$ri (21/642-110/728), a man who was famous for 
his piety and also for his reading of the Qur’an, which was later adopted 
as one of the ‘Fourteen’. Ibrahim b. Yazld b. Qais b. al-Aswad 
al-Nakha'T (46/666-96/815) was a Kufan Follower, famous as a jurist as 
well as an exegete; he also heard from 'A'isha and Anas b. Malik. 



TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION 


TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION 


xviii 

Ibn 'Abbas is traditionally thought of as the founder of a Meccan 
‘school’ of tafsir, and Ibn Mas'ud of a Kufan ‘school’, but there is also a 
Medinan ‘school’ whose ancestor is usually taken to have been the 
Companion Ubaiy b. Ka'b. Ubaiy b. Ka'b b. Qais b. 'Ubaid, known as 
Abu ’ 1 -Mundhir, had been a Jewish rabbi ( habr ) before embracing 
Islam. He thus could read and write, and was said to have been 
conversant with the ‘old scriptures’. He became one of the ‘scribes of 
the Revelation ( kuttab al-wahy)\ He fought with Muhammad at the 
battles of Badr and Uhud, and is said to have been present with 'Umar 
b. al-Khattab when he took Jerusalem; he is said to have drawn up the 
peace treaty on this occasion. He died in Medina, but there is a great 
deal of discrepancy between the various dates given for his death, 
varying from 18/639 to 30/651 or even later. Tabari also quotes from a 
number of Medinan Followers, including Abu ’l-'Aliya, al-Rabl* b. 
Anas, Ibn Ka'b, and Zaid b. Aslam. Abu ’l-'Aliya Rufai' b. Mihran 
al-Riyahl (d. 90/708-9 or 96/714) was a Basran by origin. He heard 
from many Companions, including Ibn 'Abbas, Ibn Mas'ud, and Ubaiy 
b. Ka'b, and taught Followers such as Qatada and al-Rabi* b. Anas. 
Al-Rabr b. Anas al-Bakri al-Basn al-Khurasanl (d. 139/756) narrated 
from Anas b. Malik, Abu ’l-'Aliya, and (al-)Hasan al-Basrl. He had to 
flee from al-Hajjaj when the latter was the governor of Basra, and 
settled in Khurasan in north west Iran. Ibn Ka'b al-QurazI (d. 118/736) 
heard from Ibn Mas'ud and 'All b. Abl Talib, among others, and is said 
to have been one of Ibn Ishaq’s sources for his biography of the 
Prophet. Zaid b. Aslam al-'Adawi (d. 136/753) was famous for his 
juristic as well as for his exegetical teaching. He heard from 'A’isha and 
Anas, among others. 

Other Companions who should be mentioned here in connection 
with Tabari’s commentary are 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar, Zaid b. Thabit, 
Anas b. Malik, Abu Musa al-Ash'ari, and Abu Huraira. 'Abd Allah b. 
'Umar (d. 73/693), the son of the second caliph, was famous as a 
scrupulous transmitter of hadith. His piety and strict adherence to the 
precepts of Islam made of him a model for subsequent generations of 
Muslims, and he gained great respect for his non-involvement in the 
political struggles following the Prophet’s death, although he took part 
in many battles and military campaigns, both during Muhammad’s 
lifetime and afterwards. Zaid b. Thabit (d. 45/666) was born in Medina, 
where he also died. He became a secretary of the Prophet and a scribe of 
the Qur’an, and was an acknowledged expert on legal questions as well 
as on the reading of the Qur’an; it is to him that the supervision of the 
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compilation of the text of the Qur’an under 'Uthman is generally 
ascribed. Anas b. Malik, Abu Hamza, was also bom in Medina and was 
given by his mother to the Prophet as a servant at the age of ten years. 
He took part in the wars of conquest after the Prophet’s death, and died 
in old age in Basra in 91-3/709-11. Abu Musa al-Ash'ari (d. 42/662) 
was from the Yemen and joined Muhammad and Islam during the 
Prophet’s Medinan period. Later he had an adventurous political 
career, and was the source of one of the non-canonical codices of the 
Qur’an, which gained popularity in Basra. Abu Huraira al-DawsI (d. 
58/678 or 59/679) also came from the Yemen and joined Islam during 
the Medinan period. He is famous for the extraordinary number of 
Traditions he is said to have transmitted about the Prophet even though 
he was only with him for a short period, but many of these do not stand 
up to critical analysis as being his own. 

These figures among the Companions and Followers are the 
principal sources in the Traditional exegesis of which Tabari’s 
commentary provides the most complete compilation. As was men- 
tioned in the case of Ibn 'Abbas, some of Tabari's Traditions go back to 
the Companions through the Followers associated with them, but in 
other cases the chains of transmission stop at the Followers. Several of 
these Companions and Followers have books of tafsir linked with their 
names. However, the question of the authenticity of these compilations 
has been a controversial one. Are they genuine works written by the 
authorities with whose names they are associated? Are they later 
compilations using genuine Traditions from these authorities? Or do 
they contain much later Traditions postdated, as it were, through 
fabricated chains of transmission in order to gain acceptance for 
particular theological views? These are difficult questions since many of 
these works are unavailable or lost, and of those that are extant no 
thorough study has been made. On the whole, however, it has been the 
authenticity of individual Traditions themselves, and not their compila- 
tions, which has engaged the interest of Muslim scholars of hadith and 
tafsir. This kind of critical study, however, as has been said, was not a 
task to which T a b a n methodically applied himself, and as such he 
typifies the beginning of the transitional stage in the history of the 
Islamic sciences of the ninth and tenth centuries. His commentary can 
be seen as marking a final stage in exegesis based on Tradition, a form 
of exegesis which is denoted in Arabic by the phrase tafsir bi-’l-ma’thiir; 
it constitutes a corpus of exegetical Tradition to which later scholars 
would apply more critical standards. 
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Several points can be noted about the different styles present in 
traditional exegesis as presented by Tabari in his commentary. In some 
cases the explanation of passages in the Qur’an is based by Companions 
on their recollection of the occasions on which those passages were 
revealed ( asbab al-nuzul, = causes of revelation). Other kinds of 
‘historical’ commentary were the so-called israTliyat, stories about the 
Jews and the Christians, sometimes narrated on the authority of those, 
like the Yemenite Followers Ka‘b b. al-Akhbar (d. 32/652 or 34/654) 
and Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 110/728 or 1 14/732), who had originally 
belonged to these two scriptural religions, together with other accounts 
from the pre-Islamic history of the Arabs. In this respect, one of 
TabarTs sources deserves special mention, for he was foremost among 
those collecting historical Traditions and arranging them in the form of 
a biography (stra) of the Prophet. Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. 
Ishaq (d. 150-2/767-9), known simply as Ibn Ishaq, apparently 
gathered his historical material in three volumes: the first was 
concerned with the pre-Islamic history of the prophets and their 
communities, the second with the life of Muhammad up to the hijra, 
and the third with the Prophet’s Medinan period. His work survives in 
a recension by Ibn Hisham (d. 218/834), but this contains only that part 
of the first volume which is concerned with Muhammad’s ancestors 
from Abraham onwards; the other two parts were abridged by him, 
and the combined whole was given the title Kitab strat rasiil Allah . 13 
Ibn Ishaq also wrote a history of the Caliphs, which is altogether lost. 
Tabari quotes Ibn Ishaq frequently, but his citations are particularly 
important for the material which he gives, both in his Tafsir and in his 
Ta’rtkh, from Ibn Ishaq’s first book and for which he is the sole source. 

A second kind of commentary arises from the need to explain 
obscure expressions or unusual grammatical constructions. Ibn ‘Abbas is 
one of the major sources for lexical explanations, and it is in this 
connection that he frequently employed poetical quotation, but Tabari 
also uses his own knowledge of the Arabic language and its literature to 
justify particular lexical interpretations, often by appeal to the notion of 
the ‘basic meaning ( asl )’ of a word or a verbal root. Also frequently 
used are the early grammarians as sources for grammatical explana- 
tions, often involving the discussion of variants in the vowelling of 
the text. These are cited independently, but there is frequently a 
correlation between grammatical commentary and commentary from 
Tradition. As with Traditions, Tabari usually cites two or more 
opposing views, sometimes deciding in favour of one of them. 


A third aspect of traditional exegesis concerns the use it makes of 
variant recitations of words or phrases in the Qur’an. As was 
mentioned above, this was a subject about which Tabari composed a 
separate treatise, and this is the reason, he says, why he has kept his 
discussion of these variants to a minimum in his commentary. In 
connection with the recitations of the Qur’an it is necessary to add 
some details to what Tabari has himself said about the history of the 
Qur’anic text in his introduction. 

Tabari cites, among others, a Tradition from Zaid b. Thabit which 
gives an account of the compilation of the ‘official’ codex of the Qur’an 
under 'Uthman in which Zaid played the major part. 14 This account 
contains the information that two recensions of the collected Qur’anic 
text were made, the first authorized by the first caliph, Abu Bakr, 
prompted by the second caliph, ‘Umar (this was written down 
originally in Abu Bakr’s time on individual sheets [suhiif], but later in 
a single manuscript [mushaf] during ‘Umar’s period of office), and the 
second authorized by the third caliph, ‘Uthman, which, according to 
this Tradition from Zaid, was found to agree with the first. It is this 
second version which became the official codex ( mushaf ) of the 
Qur'an, to be followed by all Muslims. In T a bafTs commentary on 
this Tradition, he goes on to say, following the commonly accepted 
history, that ‘Uthman had his codex sent out to the main cities 
(Damascus, Ba§ra, Kufa, and Mecca) and had all other versions of the 
text destroyed so that the Community might unite on a single text and 
thus avoid dissension. However, ‘Uthman’s action did not erase all 
traces of earlier versions. Some of them, usually referred to in the 
sources as codices ( masahif ) had became associated with individual 
cities. For example, Ibn Mas’ud’s codex was widely followed for a time 
by the people of Kufa, and Ubaiy b. Ka*b’s codex by the people of 
Damascus. With the promulgation of the ‘Uthmanic text, these 
recensions became non-canonical, although, due to the eminence of the 
Companions concerned, variants from them continued to be cited in 
learned discussions of the Qur’anic text. Comparison of the variant 
copies, and the setting forth of their differences, became the subject of 
several works by Muslim scholars in the first four centuries, but the 
only surviving work of this kind is Ibn AbT Dawud’s Kitab al-masahif. 
However, information about the differences in the codices can be 
gleaned from extracts included in other authors’ works. The main 
point on which they diverge concerns five short prayer-like suras, of 
which the ‘Uthmanic codex contains three (suras 1, 113, and 114); Ibn 
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Mas ud included none of them, while Ubaiy’s codex contained the 
three together with two others that have never been part of the 
canonical text. Other variations concern mostly single words, which 
appear in the various codices as different synonyms. There is also 
variation in the order of suras. 

It is important to remember that the Arabic script is a consonantal 
one, that is to say it represents graphically only the consonants and the 
long vowels. In 'Uthman’s time, short vowels and most long vowels 
were not written down, and this meant that disputes about the correct 
reading could not be resolved by appeal to the written text. Moreover, 
Arabic was written in this early period without many of the diacritical 
dots above and below letter forms by which letters of the same shape 
but with different pronunciation are distinguished (e.g. j [r] and j 
l A ); in fact, the twenty-eight letters of the Arabic alphabet (excluding 
the hamza) were represented by only fifteen letter-forms. It was thus a 
purely consonantal text which was established by 'Uthman’s codex, 
and the possibility of variant readings based on different vowellings 
was not thereby eliminated. 

These variant readings based on the 'Uthmanic codex differ 
surprisingly little in the consonantal text, but very soon new readings 
arose differing not only in vowelling, but also in the consonantal text 
due to the contamination of the ' Uthmanic codex with readings from 
the copies ascribed to other Companions. At the same time, improve- 
ments in Arabic orthography by which all the consonants became 
clearly distinguished and the three short vowel marks were introduced 
meant that the variant readings became more amenable to scholarly 
treatment and were given isndds in the same way as were Traditions. 15 
Thus they became known according to the names of readers with 
whom they were deemed to have originated. 

By Tabari’s time, the comparison of these variants was a science in 
itself, and it was due to the endeavours of his younger contemporary 
Abu Bakr b. Mujahid (d. 324/936) that the next stage in the history of 
the Qur'anic text was accomphshed. He decided to end the contro- 
versies about the correct reading of the text by declaring that only 
seven of the readings were permissible. He chose one each from 
Medina, Mecca, Damascus, and Basra, and three from Kufa. These 
readings became official in 322/934, and at least two scholars were 
forced to retract their own opinions about variants. Ibn Mujahid based 
his choice of seven on a Prophetic Tradition according to which the 
Qur’an was revealed according to seven harfs, and he interpreted harf 
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to mean ‘reading’. In time the seven readings which Ibn Mujahid 
had chosen were augmented, first by three (the ‘Ten’), and then by 
four (the ‘Fourteen’). In addition, two transmitters were recognized 
for each of Ibn Mujahid’s seven readings and the three later adopted. 
Although it was only Ibn Mujahid’s seven which came to be 
recognized as permissible readings for reciters of the Qur’an, there 
was a proliferation from the ten readings ( qira’a ) through the 
institution of two ‘ways ( tartq )’ of reciting the two ‘transmissions 
( riwaya )’ of each, and then two ‘ways’ for each of the preceding 
‘ways’, but these were really of interest only to the most unremit- 
tingly scholastic exegetes and grammarians. Now there are only two 
transmissions in general use among reciters and in printed texts: 
Haf$’s transmission of *A$im’s Kufan reading, which was adopted 
for the standard 1924 Egyptian lithographed edition of the Qur’an, 
and Warsh’s transmission of Nafi*’s Medinan reading, which is 
followed in the Maghrib. 

In his introduction, Tabari examines the Traditions concerning 
the harfs on which Ibn Mujahid later based his reform. He refutes 
several interpretations of what harf is to be taken to mean, but he 
nowhere mentions the interpretation given later by Ibn Mujahid. For 
example, he is particularly concerned to argue against the interpre- 
tation according to which harf signifies a ‘mode of revelation’, such 
as command, prohibition, and so forth. For Tabari such an inter- 
pretation is impossible, because of the existence of Traditions in 
which the Prophet is said to have declared the recitation according 
to each of the seven harfs to be permissible; for, he says, if, 
according to one harf a certain action was declared licit in the 
Qur’an, while, according to another, the same action was declared 
illicit, the Prophet would never have said that they were equally 
permissible. According to the interpretation of harf which Tabari 
supports, it means a ‘mode of recitation’, and in this case the 
Prophet’s consent is comprehensible on the grounds that the seven 
different harfs were only lexical variations which did not affect the 
meaning. These variant ‘modes of recitation’ either were subsequent- 
ly absorbed into a unitary text when 'Uthman had his codex 
compiled in accordance with the dialect of Quraish and declared it 
to be thenceforth the sole official one, or else dropped out of use. 
Clearly, then, cannot have understood harf to mean the 

non-canonical recensions such as Ibn Mas'ud’s. Exactly what opinions 
he held about the status of such of these non-canonical versions as 
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survived he does not say in his commentary; it is likely that he would 
have made reference to them in his Kitab al-qiraat, and study of the 
manuscript of this work, if it is genuine, could throw light on the 
matter. However, both Tabari and Ibn Mujahid agreed on not 
accepting the Companions’ codices as correct versions of the Qur’an. 

It should be mentioned here that Tabari’s reading of the Qur’an 
differs in a few places from the 'A$im via Hafs reading. Such variations 
are found with practically all commentators. Where there is a 
difference, Tabari’s preferred readings have been kept in the text of the 
Qur’an printed at the beginning of the commentary to each verse, and 
the variation signalled in a note. 

If Tabari’s commentary stands at the end of the early period of 
tafsir with its concentration on Traditional exegesis, and marks a 
summation of the material available in his age, it also stands at the 
beginning of a period in which tafsir was to develop into a more 
critical and scholastic endeavour, with the refining of methodology 
and the establishing of the ‘sciences of the Qur’an (‘u/um al-Qur’an)' 
on a systematic basis. A great deal more theology and philosophy was 
introduced and accepted, and the Traditional material collected by 
Tabari was pared down to more manageable dimensions by a critical 
approach to the sources and the transmitters. It will not be possible 
here to make anything more than a brief mention of some of the 
leading figures in the development of tafsir after Tabari, and to point 
out their particular contributions. 

While Tabari represents the field of Traditional exegesis, the 
scholar Abu ’ 1 -Qasim Mahmud b. 'Umar al-Zamakhshari, who was 
bom a century and a half after Tabari's death, in 467/1075, and like 
him was Persian, represents a more rationalistic approach. Al- 
Zamakhshari belonged to the school of theology of the Mu'tazila, 
the early rationalist and speculative school which was later eclipsed 
among the Sunnis by the theology of the school named after al-Ash'ari 
(260/873-324/935), a contemporary of Tabari. The Mu'tazila intro- 
duced rationalist concepts and methodology into Islamic theology, 
and held opinions about such matters as the attributes of God and 
human action and free will which were contrary to those of more 
conservative, Traditional scholars — for example, Ibn Hanbal. The 
dialectic method of the Ash'arite school was largely adopted from the 
Mu'tazila, but put to use by them to defend the more conservative 
doctrines, which thenceforth became the theological orthodoxy in the 
Sunni world. 


In his commentary Al-Kashshaf ' an haqaiq al-tanzil , 16 which he 
completed in the year 528/1134, al-Zamakhshari combines Traditions 
with theological discussion, grammatical and lexicographical exege- 
sis — in which poetical quotation plays an important role — and 
examination of the rhetoric of the Qur’an (also connected with the 
doctrine of the inimitability [ijaz] of the Qur’an). But he presented 
Mu'tazili theses and arguments in such a pervasive and artful way that it 
became difficult for those who subsequently tried to purge his work of 
unorthodoxy to discover them all. In spite of its Mu'tazili colours, 
al-Kashshaf gained great popularity among the orthodox, and, together 
with Tabari’s commentary, became part of the foundation for later 
exegesis. 

Just five years after al-ZamakhsharTs death in 538/1144, Fakhr 
al-DIh Muhammad b. 'Umar al-Razi was born in the city of Raiy, 
where Tabari had begun his religious studies. He too became famous as 
a theologian, but of the orthodox Ash'arite school, and generally 
opposed to Mu'tazili ideas. He was above all concerned with the 
integration of philosophy into the theological sphere. His commentary, 
the Mafatih al-ghaib , 17 is also known as Al-Tafsir al-kabir (The Great 
Commentary), both because of it size and for the breadth of learning it 
displays. Whereas Tabari seeks to bring internal harmony to the mass 
of exegetical Tradition which was available to him, al-Razi, although 
he made use of Traditional material, is particularly remarkable for the 
way in which he seeks to harmonize the orthodox interpretation of the 
Qur’an with the philosophical and theological positions which had 
become an important part of Islamic scholarship by the 6th/ 12th 
century. This monumental enterprise was left unfinished at the time of 
his death in 606/1209, but was completed by one of his students. 

In the next century, 'Abd Allah b. 'Umar al-BaidawI (d. 
674/1275-716/1316) wrote his commentary, the Anwar al-tanzil 
wa-asrar al-ta’wil, 1 * which has long been regarded as the standard 
commentary on the Qur’an in the Sunni world. It is based in large part 
on the Kashshaf of al-Zamakhshari, but purged of most of its 
theological unorthodoxies, and al-BaidawT fills in lacunae with 
material from other sources. Much shorter than the commentaries of 
Tabari and al-Razi, and shorter even than al-ZamakhshaiTs, it has the 
advantage of supplying brief explanations for every verse, phrase by 
phrase, but without reducing commentary to mere paraphrase. This 
style of brief step-by-step commentary, which became known as tafsir 
musalsal (‘chained’ commentary), with its facility as a means of 
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reference, was subsequently adopted in several tafsirs intended for the 
student or the non-expert. Al-Baidawfs commentary also follows a 
pattern which becomes almost the standard: the extent of the exegesis 
diminishes from the beginning to the end of the Qur’an, the suras at the 
beginning being alloted much more space than those at the end. 

In the same century Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Abl 
Bakr b. Faraj al-Anjari al-Khazrajl al-AndalusI, known as al-Qurfubl, 
wrote his Al-Jami' li-ahkam al-Qur’an wa-’l-mubayyin li-tna tadammana 
min al-sunna wa-dyat al-furqdn . 19 This eminent Malik! scholar was born 
in Spain but settled in Upper Egypt, where he died in 671/1272. His 
commentary begins with a very thorough and extensive introduction, 
describing his methodology and treating the moral and theological 
points which the Qur’an raises, not only textually, but also as a result of 
its central role in Muslim life and worship. In the commentary itself, 
al-Qurfubl records a vast body of Traditions, many of which are not 
to be found in Tabari’s work, concentrating particularly on matters of 
law, although, on the other hand, he is sparing in his use of the isrd’iliyat 
material and similar pre-Islamic accounts. There is also much philo- 
logical and stylistic exegesis together with theological discussions, but 
his work eschews al-Razf s philosophical approach. 

Finally, mention should be made of Abu ’ 1 -Fadl 'Abd al-Rahman 
Jalal al-Dm al-Suyufl (849/1445-911/1505), bom in Egypt but of 
Persian descent. Having travelled to, and studied in, the centres of 
learning in his homeland, and after making the pilgrimage to Mecca, he 
settled down in Cairo to a life of teaching and writing, although 
towards the end he retired to a nearby island on the Nile after having 
been accused of irregularities in the management of the school in which 
he taught. He set himself the aim of writing on all the areas of Islamic 
science, and his voluminous writings remain as impressive compilations 
of Islamic knowledge in his time. He collected Traditions and wrote on 
hadith criticism, he left valuable books on philology and applied the 
methodology of jurisprudence to grammar, and he also composed 
historical and literary works. But perhaps more important than all of 
these were his various works on the Qur’an and its interpretation. He 
wrote several volumes of tafsir, each from different aspects, one of 
which, the Tafsir al-Jalalain , 20 written by his teacher and himself (both 
having the name Jalal al-Dm), has become one of the chief short 
musalsal commentaries. He also expanded the introduction to a planned 
larger work of commentary into a book on the Qur’anic sciences 
which he called the Itqan . 21 This work is a summary compilation of all 
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the subjects having to do with tafsir with which, in al-Suyutf s opinion, 
a commentator of his time ought to be conversant. The table of 
contents has been translated in an appendix to this introduction. 

The basic stages which have been outlined here apply also to a great 
extent to tafstrs written outside the Sunn! tradition. Twelver Shi' I 
scholars, for example, collected their own corpuses of Tradition which 
originated, in their case, not only from the Prophet, but also from the 
Twelve Imams, beginning with 'All b. Ab! Talib. A great many of 
these dealt with the interpretation of Qur’anic verses, and in the ShiT 
tradition the Imams are held to have a special knowledge of the sacred 
Book, on a par with that of the Prophet: he had been entrusted to bring 
the Message to mankind, they are the guardians of the interpretation of 
the text. A particularity of ShTi exegesis was the emphasis on ta’wil, an 
interpretative function which could only be performed by the Imams. 
Tabari, it has been pointed out, used the terms tafsir and ta’wil 
interchangeably, but for the Shi 'a these were two distinct approaches 
to interpretation. Tafsir could be accomplished by anyone who had the 
proper qualifications, and concerned the outward meaning ( zahir ) of 
the Book, but ta’wil involved knowledge of a special kind possessed 
only by the Imams from the family of the Prophet ( ahl al-bait), which 
enabled them to interpret the inward meaning ( batin ). According to 
this doctrine, the distinction between the parts of the Qur’an which had 
a clear meaning ( muhkam ) and those which were obscure, or 
ambiguous ( mutashdbih ), was one of degree only, for the Imams could 
use their special knowledge to interpret correctly the ambiguous parts. 
This contrasts with Sunn! doctrine, according to which the interpreta- 
tion of the ambiguous parts is something known only to God. A 
significant part of ShT! ta’wil , therefore, involves the interpretation of 
obscure passages, especially in so far as these were taken as referring to 
the Imams themselves; for example, such words and phrases as ‘those in 
authority ( ulu ’ l-amr )’ (4: 59), the ‘waymarks ('alamdt)’ (16: 16), and the 
‘people of remembrance (ahl al-dhikr)’ whom the Qur’an instructs 
believers to question if they are in ignorance (16: 43, 21: 7), were 
interpreted as referring to them. 

These ta’wil and tafsir interpretations from the Imams were 
transmitted by the first generation of Shi* is in the form of hadith , and 
formed a basis for interpretation for later Shi* Is similar to the 
Traditions from Ibn 'Abbas and other Companions for the Sunnis. 
Some of these Shi* I Traditions were collected into commentaries by 
such figures as 'AIT b. Ibrahim al-Qumml (d. 328/939), a contemporary 
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of Tabari. The Shl'I science of tafsTr then developed in sophistication, 
although works such as Al-Tibydn ft tafstr al-Qur’dn, written by the 
Shaykh Abuja far al-Tusi (d. 460/1067), 22 and the Majma' al-bayan ft 
tafstr al-Qur’an by Abu ‘AH al-Fadl b. al-Hasan al-TabarsI/al-TabrisI 
(d. 548/1 153), 23 reflect more their Mu'tazill antecedents than they do 
the early ShIT Tradition literature. 

The S ufts also developed their own style of exegesis, again 
emphasizing the contrast between tafstr and ta’wil. For them, this latter 
was a kind of spiritual realization of the meaning of the Qur’an 
achieved through following the disciplines laid down by the $uft 
masters, and it became known as al-ta’wtl al-kashft (esoteric [lit. 
‘illuminating’, ‘unveiling’] exegesis — the $ufts call themselves the 
‘people of unveiling [ahl al-kashf ]’). The first period of $uft exegesis is 
characterized by tafstrs attributed to figures such as Sahl al-Tustarl (d. 

1 61/778), which constitute a body of teachings concerning the spiritual 
intuitions to be attained through meditating on the meanings of the 
Qur’an. Later on, the sayings of the early masters were brought 
together, as, for example, by Abu *Abd al-Rahman al-Sulaml (325/937 
or 33 °/ 942 — 412/1021). The classical period of $uft exegesis reached its 
culmination in the works of Muhyi ’ 1 -DIn b. al-Arabl (560/1165- 
638/1240), to whom a Ta’wtldt al-Qur’dn is attributed, although it 
seems more likely that it was written by one of the representatives of 
his school of mystical philosophy, *Abd al-Razzaq al-Kashanl (d. 730/ 
13 30). 24 The controversial teachings of Ibn al-Arabl, one of the 
oustanding figures of Islamic mysticism, bear witness to outstanding 
spiritual insight as well as powerful intellect. He brought together 
mysticism, philosophy, and theology in a vast synthesis, reflected in a 
complexity of technical vocabulary which has engaged the attention of 
commentators of his works to this day, and the Ta’wtldt, which is not a 
continuous, verse-by-verse commentary, but deals only with about one 
third of the Qur’an, those parts which have a particular relevance for 
spiritual exegesis, presents its own difficulties of interpretation for those 
who are not familiar with this vocabulary. 

The degree of complexity and thoroughness to which the Qur’anic 
sciences had developed by the 9th/i5th century is clearly demonstrated 
by the list of contents which al-Suyup gives at the beginning of his 
Itqan. As was remarked above, this work is virtually an encyclopaedia 
of the state of Qur’anic studies at that time, and marks another point of 
transition. If the classical period of Qur’anic commentary was heralded 
in by Tabari, it can be said to have come to an end with al-Suyuff. 
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Tafstr literature grew in size after al-SuyutTs time, but stayed more or 
less within the framework outlined then and summarized in the Itqan . 
In the contemporary period, tafsirs continue to be written by scholars 
working within the traditional perspective, although they seek to 
reflect the needs of the present; but this century has also seen the 
publication of commentaries which break, to some extent, the classical 
mould. These ‘modern’ commentaries respond to the different kinds of 
questions which contemporary Muslims address to their religion and its 
sacred text. Perhaps the first major example of this new kind of 
commentary was Muhammad ’Abduh’s Tafstr al-mandr 25 with its 
reformist approach and its emphasis on the accessibility of the Qur’an. 
Later examples include those, like Sayyid Qutb’s Ft zilal al-Qur’dn 26 
(In the Shade of the Qur’an), with a noticeable political and ideological 
content, and those which seek to establish a relationship between the 
Qur’anic text and the findings of modern natural sciences. 

★ ★ ★ 

The initial inspiration for this abridged English translation of Tabari’s 
commentary came from the pioneering French version which is now 
being prepared by M. Pierre Gode, and of which three volumes have 
appeared to date. 27 However, the problems of translating a book such 
as this through the intermediary of a second language proved 
insurmountable, and so it was decided that the English translation 
would have to be made directly from the Arabic. Another reason for 
this decision, which affects not only the translation but also the nature 
of the abridgement, was that M. Gode has based his translation on the 
old Egyptian edition, and this has now been superseded by the Shakir 
and Shakir edition. 28 While this new edition helps to solve many 
textual problems, it also has the disadvantage of being incomplete; this 
means that the later volumes of the English translation will necessarily, 
like the French, have to be based on the older edition. 

The method adopted in the abridgement takes into account several 
important aspects of the text. As was pointed out above, the primary 
importance of Tabari’s commentary lies in the wealth of exegetical 
Tradition which it contains; it was therefore decided that as much of 
this material as possible would be retained. To this end, the translation 
attempts to include all the important variant opinions about interpreta- 
tion from the Traditions. On the other hand, the variant opinions of 
the grammarians and the experts in recitation have been kept to a 
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rmminum. Individual Traditions have generally been translated intact. 
Where there are two or more Traditions giving essentially the same 
opinion only one has been translated, the other, or others, being 
mdicated by a number in square brackets which refers to the numbering 
of Mtts m the Sh. & Sh. edition. Sometimes two Traditions may be 
substantially the same, differing only in points of detail; where these 
points have been considered important, they have been translated and 
included m the main Tradition and their origin mdicated. Generally 
only the source authority for a Tradition has been given and the rest of 
the cham of transmission omitted, but for anyone who wishes to 
examine the complete isnad the numbering of the Traditions will 
acihtate reference to the Arabic text, in which the isnads can be found A 
final poult about Traditions is that they very often contain repetitions of 
qala ( he re., the source authority, said: . . .). While these repetitions 
may be of interest in the analysis of the texts, they tend to interrupt 
continuity, so they have been omitted and replaced with 
~ , ThC reader sh °uld take care not to confuse this use of ‘(. ..)’ within 
a Tradition with its use in TabarTs own text as explained below. 

Within TabarTs own text, the abridgement takes the following 
pomts into account. In some cases Tabari makes observations which 
are peripheral to the main argument, or his comments concern 
linguistic, or other pomts which translate unsatisfactorily into another 
language In these cases his text has been entirely omitted, the omission 
being mdicated by *(...)’. Another kind of material which has not been 
translated at all, but whose omission has been specifically indicated, is 
aban s quotations of poetry. These quotations are rarely employed 
or their substance but usually to lend support to arguments for certain 
idiomatic usages of words or phrases. Idiomatic usage is seldom 
common to both Arabic and English, and so it was felt that the 
translatjon of the poetry would probably contribute less to the 
clarification, and more to the obfuscation, of the meaning of the words 
or phrases concerned. Elsewhere, passages which have been thought 
worth including, but in summary form, have been indicated by ‘8’ 
and printed in a smaller point-size. 

Usually Tabari gives a paraphrase of the verse he is commenting 
and this usefully summarizes the conclusions he has come to on the basis 

of the material to hand. Most of these have been translated verbatim 
and mdicated by \ 

Arabic texts in manuscript and in early printed editions usually 
appear as continuous prose with no punctuation or paragraph 
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markings, but this presents little difficulty for the accustomed reader 
since the repetition of key words and phrases divides the text up in such 
a way as to reflect its form. More recent editions, however, generally 
accord more with the conventions of modem printing, and this is of 
considerable advantage, especially for a reader who does not intend to 
read from cover to cover, but wishes, for example, to be easily able to 
find a particular passage in which he is interested. 

The incorporation of modem punctuation is also a great improve- 
ment in relation to style and the formal properties of the text itself, and 
to this end an attempt has been made in the present translation to divide 
the text up typographically so as to reflect the structure of TabarTs 
arguments and the way in which he presents his material. One of the 
effects that this has had on the translation is that the structural function 
of certain words and phrases (for example, ‘If someone were to say: 
then it should be said to him: “. . .”’) has been taken over by 
conventions adopted in the type-setting. Some of these conventions, 
which pertain to the method followed in summarizing the text, have 
already been explained, and others are given in the list of sigla at the 
end of this introduction, but there is one set of conventions which is not 
strictly part of the abridgement. As was pointed out earlier on, a good 
deal of the commentary is in the form of a dialectic in which various 
opinions are stated and a conclusion reached, and, in order to bring out 
this form, the stages in the dialectic have been typographically indicated 
in the translation, each opinion being signalled at the start of a new para- 
graph. Further, the arguments have been divided up into three kinds: 
those having to do with linguistic problems, those which consider 
different recitations of a passage, and those which are based on conflic- 
ting Traditions from the early authorities. These three kinds have 
been indicated respectively by ‘l\ ‘r’ or ‘t’ within square brackets. 

Some of TabarTs arguments reflect a more oral style, and these are 
introduced as straightforward ‘questions’ or ‘objections’, and ‘replies’. 


The transliteration of the text of the Qur’an presents several problems. 
An alphabetic transliteration, as followed in this translation for single 
words or short phrases in Arabic — names, titles of books, single words, 
non-Qur’anic phrases, etc. — , is unsatisfactory, as the principal reason 
for transliterating the Qur’an is to give indications for its pronun- 
ciation. On the other hand, a purely phonetic transcription encounters 
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the problems raised by tajwtd, the art of Qur’anic recitation, and its 
complex phonological rules. The decision has been taken in the case of 
this translation to steer a middle course, giving a certain degree of 
phonetic guidance. 

Consonants are transcribed according to the transliteration table. 
Consonantal assimilations are not marked in the transliteration. In the 
case of the definite article, al-, this means that the reader should 
remember that when it prefaces words beginning with the so-called 
shamst ( = sun) letters, the lam (-/-) becomes assimilated to the following 
letter, which is then pronounced as a double consonant, e.g., al-tafsTr is 
pronounced attafsir. The lam remains in the Arabic written form, and 
this doubling is sometimes indicated by a tashdid (') over the first 
letter, e.g., The shamst letters are: t, th, d, dh, r, z, s, sh, s, 

d, t, z, /, n. Another common assimilation occurs with the letters r, l, 
m, w, y, when they directly follow a word ending in an unvowelled n; 
this frequently occurs with such combinations as min ma ( mimma) and 
'an man ('amman). 

Vowels are transliterated according to the table, and, with one 
exception, there is no attempt to render them phonetically correct 
where this would require a deviation from an alphabetic transcription. 
The exception is when a long vowel directly precedes a connective alif 
( alif al-wasl ) and becomes a short vowel in pronunciation; in this case 
the vowel is written as short in the transliteration, and the absorbtion 
of the alif into the vowel is marked by an apostrophe, e.g ’l-hayat, 
instead of ft ’ l-hayat ^ ), which is pronounced filhayat. Other 

phonetic modifications of the alphabet required by the rules of 
prosody and tajwid have not been taken into account. 

A few points about Arabic grammar need to be mentioned, for in 
several places the understanding of 'Jabari’s text depends on gram- 
matical points not encountered in English. Arabic grammar divides 
words into three categories: verbs, nouns, and particles. Of these, the 
verbs and nouns are the most important from a structural point of 
view, for particles form a class on their own and are not modified by 
their place in a sentence. From a morphological point of view, 
grammarians have taken verbs and nouns to be based on roots, which 
consist of a certain number of radical letters. The great majority of 
roots are triliteral, i.e., they contain three radical letters, although some 
are quadriliteral. From these roots are derived the verbal and nominal 
forms by doubling letters or by the addition of vowels and certain 
consonants. In theory, fifteen possible verb forms exist for triliteral 
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verbs (quadriliteral verbs having four possible derived forms), 
numbered in European grammars and dictionaries according to the 
roman numerals i to xv, although in practice forms ix and xi to xv are 
rare, and for each root the actual number of forms in use is considerably 
restricted. Arab grammarians take the 3 rd person singular of the verb 
fa'ala ( = he does) as the paradigm of the I st form verb, and construct 
similar paradigms for the other verbal forms from the same root (/— /). 

Each of these verb forms has a semantic quality associated with it 
which transforms the meaning of the first form verb in a particular 
way. For example, the v 1 * 1 form ( tafa"ala ) commonly carries a reflexive 
or effective signification, that of something happening to the subject, 
either through itself or through something else. 

Arabic has masculine and feminine but no neuter, and, as well as 
singular and plural, it has a dual form. Although verbs do not have 
tenses in the strict sense of the word, corresponding to a past, present, 
and future relation between the speaker and the action of the verb, they 
do have indicative temporal forms which relate to the state of the 
action itself, either finished (the ‘perfect’) or unfinished (the ‘imper- 
fect’). In general, however, the perfect tends to be used to express 
actions in the past, while the imperfect expresses actions in the present or 
the future. Although there is no future tense as such, its function is often 
performed by particles which are added to the beginning of the 
imperfect verb; but usually the context by itself is sufficient to show that 
the imperfect indicates future time, in much the same way as the present 
continuous often does in English. There are active and passive voices, 
and, as well as an imperative, there is a subjunctive and a jussive mood 
(there are also two energetic moods, although these are rarely used). 

Each of the verbal forms, in its turn, gives rise to a number of nouns 
and adjectives according to certain morphological rules. There being 
no infinitive as we know it, its place in grammar is taken by the verbal 
noun proper, which is called in Arabic the masdar , and which denotes 
the action or state indicated by the corresponding verb. Then there are 
forms which denote the agent of the action and the person or thing to 
whom the action is done, which, although they are nouns, are similar 
to active and passive participles; in the paradigm I st form these are fd'il 
and maf'ul respectively. Among other derived nominal forms are those 
expressing the place, the time, and the instrument of an action. Arabic 
dictionaries are arranged according to the principle that the verb is the 
etymological basis of all words, so that, in order to find a noun, one 
generally has to first look up the verb from which it is derived. This 
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applies not only to derived forms like those above in which a letter or 
letters have been added to the basic verbal form, but also to common, 
proper, and collective nouns which are primitve in form, i.e., they do 
not contain extra letters. Philologists use this process in reverse to trace 
a verb or noun in which they are interested back to a simple I st form 
verb, and to analyse its meaning in terms of the root meaning plus the 
semantic modifications of its typical morphology. This is what Tabari 
is doing in the various places in which he talks about the ‘original’ or 
‘root’ meaning ( asl ) of a word. 

The majority of nouns are, in the singular, triptotes, having three 
case-endings: a nominative, an accusative and vocative, and a third 
form which, acts as a genitive and is also used after prepositions. These 
endings are respectively -u, -a, and -i. Some nouns, particularly certain 
plurals and proper nouns of foreign origin, are diptotes, and only have 
the -u and -a endings. There is a dual, which has two case-endings, and a 
sound plural, likewise with two case endings, but some nouns have 
what is called a broken plural, which may be a triptote or a diptote. A 
sound plural is formed by the addition of -iin(a) (nom.) or -m(a) (acc. 
and gen.) for the masculine, and of at(u) (nom.) and at(i) for the 
feminine, to the singular, but in the case of the broken plural the 
internal structure of the word itself is changed by the addition of 
vowels and certain consonants. A definite noun is indicated by suffixing 
the article ( al -), and the indefinite is indicated in the case of triptotes by 
the addition of a final a process known as nunation. Adjectives 
follow the same structural rules as nouns. 

There are no adverbs in Arabic, but their places is taken by certain 
accusative constructions. For example, adverbs of time and place may 
be expressed by an accusative noun, e.g., yaum(an) ( = one day), 
yamm(an) ( = [to the] right), or by compound expressions involving the 
accusative, e.g., tahta ’l-shajarati ( = under the tree). The state, or 
condition, ( hal ) of the subject and/or object while the action is taking 
place is also expressed by the accusative, or else by a complete 
proposition. 

★ ★ ★ 

In this translation, the English version of the verses of the Qur’an 
follows, predominantly, that of Arberry (Qur’an [1964]) except, of 
course, when this is at variance with Tabari's commentary and his 
preferred interpretation; occasionally Pickthall’s translation (Qur’an 
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[1930] ) has been preferred. The second of these translations has become 
something of a standard for English-speaking Muslims, since it was 
approved by the authorities of the al-Azhar university in Cairo, but the 
first has the advantage of a somewhat easier English style. Another 
English version worth mentioning here is that of Sale (Qur’an [1734]), 
which was based on Baida wfs commentary. 

The standard work on the Qur’an by European scholars has for long 
been the Geschichte des Qorans , begun by the nineteenth century 
German scholar Theodor Noldeke and revised and completed by his 
pupil Friedrich Schwally and two scholars of the next generation, 
Gotthelf Bergstrasser and Otto Pretzl. First published in i860, it was 
not until 1932 that the work appeared in its final form (Noldeke 
[1932]). But for the English-speaking reader, the most approachable 
work on the Qur’an is probably Bell’s Introduction to the Qur'an in 
Professor W. Montgomery Watt’s revision (Bell and Watt [1970] ). 

For the life of Muhammad, the reader can turn to the English 
translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Stra (Ibn Ishaq [1955]), but its length makes it 
of restricted use for general purposes except as a reference book. A 
recent biography, which is based on traditional sources, is that by 
Martin Lings (Lings [1981]). 

In addition to these comprehensive works, the reader will find the 
Encyclopedia of Islam ( E.I J, and E.I. 11 ) a very informative source with 
useful bibliographies. Another recent source containing articles and 
bibliographies relating to several topics that the reader of this 
commentary may wish to pursue is the first volume of The Cambridge 
History of Arabic Literature (Beeston [1983]), which has a thorough 
listing of translations of the Qur’an. 

1 See Intro., p. 12 and n. 15. 

2 See Tabari (1879)- The whole of this work is in the process of being translated into English, 
and so far three volumes have appeared; see Tabari (1985). 

3 A manuscript of this work is kept in the library of al-Azhar in Cairo, although its 
attribution to Tabari is doubtful; see Sezgin (1967), p. 328, n. 9. 

4 Tabari mentions this work in Exeg. 2: 70 (p. 385), where he refers to a part of it called the 
Kitab ai-Risala in a discussion of a topic from usul al-fiqh. 

5 Parts of this work exist in modem editions; see Tabari (1902, 1933). 

6 See Sourdel (1968). 

7 For Tabari* s biography, see, e.g., Yaquf (1907), IV, 423-62. 

8 This is as given on the cover and the title page of the edition used in the first volume of this 
translation. However, on the half-title page before the text the editors give Jami’ al-bayan * an 
wujuh ta’wil ay al-Qur’an. Other editions give the title as Jami’ al-bayan ’an tafsir al-Qur’an. For the 
terms tafsir and ta’wiJ, see pp. xxvii— xxviii. The present translation uses the scholarly edition of the 
text established by the brothers Mahmud and Ahmad Shakir (see Tabari [1969]); for 
convenience, this edition is referred to throughout by ’Sh. & Sh.’ followed by the volume and 
page numbers. 
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9 See, e.g., Intro., p. 9 and n. 10., pp. 32-4. 

10 See Abu 'Ubaida (1955). 

11 See al-Farra’ (1955). 

12 See, c.g.,Exeg. 1: 3,p. 66. 

13 References in the notes are to Professor A. Guillaume’s translation (Ibn Ishaq [ 19$$] ). 

14 See Intro., pp. 24-7. 

15 These improvements to the Arabic script are generally atdbuted to al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf 
(c. 41/661— 95/7 I 4-), the famous Umaiyad governor of ‘Iraq, who sponsored a new text which 
he declared to be the only valid one. 

16 See ZamakhsharT (1967). 

47 See Raa (n. d.). 

18 See BaicJawT (1846). Parts of his commentary have been translated into English; sec 
BaidiwT (1894, 1964). 

19 See QurtubT( 1967). 

20 See MahallT (1965). 

21 See SuyujT (1967). 

22 See Tusi (1957). 

23 See Tabarsi (1934). 

24 This has been published under various titles; see, e.g., Ibn al-Arabl (1968). 

25 See Abduh (1928). 

26 See Qufb (1975). This commentary has been translated into English; see Qu?b (1979). 

27 See T^ban (1983). 

28 See above, n. 8. 
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The list of contents of Al-Itqan, 
as given in Suyup (1967), pt. 1, 14-17. 

1 Knowledge of the Meccan and Medinan r parts of the Qur’an 1 . 

2 Knowledge of r the parts sent down 1 while r the Prophet was 1 settled and 
r the parts sent down 1 while Hie was 1 travelling. 

3 r The parts sent down 1 during the day and during the night. 

4 r The parts sent down 1 in summer and in winter. 

5 r The parts sent down while the Prophet was 1 in bed and r while he was 1 
asleep. 

6 r The revelation 1 on earth and in heaven. 

7 The first 'part 1 to be sent down. 

8 The last •’part 1 to be sent down. 

9 The causes of the revelation ( asbab al-nuzul). 

10 That which was sent down through the speech of one of the Companions. 

1 1 That which was sent down more than once. 

12 Where the legal precept came after the revelation, and where the revelation 
came after the legal precept. 

13 Knowledge of what was sent down separately and what was sent down in 
combination. 

14 That which was sent down accompanied Hjy many angels 1 , and that which 
was sent down alone r with only Gabriel 1 . 

15 Those rparts 1 of it which were sent down to certain '"previous 1 prophets, 
and those rparts 1 which were not sent down to anyone before the Prophet. 

16 The way in which the Qur’an was sent down. 

17 Knowledge of the names of r the Qur’an 1 and of the suras. 

18 The collection and ordering of r the Qur’an 1 . 

19 Concerning the number of suras, verses, words, and letters. 

20 Those who memorized it, and those who transmitted it. 

21 Concerning Rhe classification of the chains of transmission into 1 ‘high’ 

( 5 /f, =very few links in the chain between the transmitter and the 
Prophet, hence more reliable) and ‘low’ (nazil, =many such links, 
and hence not so reliable). 

22 Knowledge of the mutawatir '‘recitations 1 (= transmitted by so many 
trustworthy persons as to be beyond doubt). 

23 r Knowledge of 1 the mashhur Recitations 1 (= transmitted by more 
than two transmitters, they may or may not therefore be authentic). 



xxxviii 


APPENDIX 


APPENDIX 


XXXIX 


24 r Knowledge of 1 the dhdd ‘‘recitations' 1 (= transmitted from too few 
transmitters to make them mutawatir). 

25 r Knowledge of" 1 the shadhdh ‘recitations 1 (= those which are at variance 
with accepted recitations). 

26 r Kno wledge of 1 the mawdii * ( = fictitious) ‘recitations' 1 . 

27 r Knowledge of 1 the mudraj ‘'recitations 1 (= recitations with unacknowled- 
ged insertions into the text or the isttdd). 

28 Knowledge of r where to 1 pause and r where to 1 commence r in reci- 
tation 1 . 

29 Concerning words which are joined where the meaning is interrupted. 

30 Pronunciation of the fatha ( ) — its shading between ‘e‘ ( imala ) and ‘a’. 

31 Assimilation of a consonant into a preceding ‘n’ ( idghdm ), absence of con- 
sonantal modification after an ‘n’ (izhar), ‘concealment’ ( ikhfa’, = slight 
modification after an n ), substitution of an ‘m’ for an ‘n’ before a 
‘b’ ( iqldb ). 

32 Prolongation ( madd ) and shortening ( qasr ) of the vowel. 

33 Lightening the glottal stop (Hamza). 

34 Conditions for becoming a ‘bearer’ of r the Qur’an, i.e., how to learn 
and memorize the Qur’an correctly 1 . 

35 The correct behaviour concerning recitation r of the Qur’an 1 . 

36 r Kno wledge of 1 rare words. 

37 The occurrence in r the Qur’an 1 of words not in the dialect of the 
Hijaz. 

3 8 The occurrence in r the Qur’an 1 of words not in the Arabic language. 

39 Knowledge of homonyms ( al-wujuh wa-’l-naza’ir). 

40 Knowledge of the meanings of key-words which the commentator needs 
r to know 1 . 

4 1 Knowledge of desinential inflexions (i ’rah) . 

42 Concerning important ‘linguistic 1 rules which the commentator needs 
to know. 

43 Concerning the clear ( muhkam ) and the obscure ( mutashabih ) ‘passages 1 
in r the Qur’an 1 . 

44 Concerning hysteron proteron (= where the syntactic order differs from 
the semantic order) r in the Qur’an 1 . 

45 Concerning terms with general, and terms with particular, meanings 
r in the Qur’an 1 . 

46 Concerning synopsis and clear meaning r in the Qur’an 1 . 

47 Concerning the abrogating and abrogated ‘passages 1 in r the Qur’an 1 . 

48 Concerning difficult ‘passages 1 in r the Qur’an 1 which give the illusion of 
inconsistency and contradiction. 

49 Concerning what is qualified and what is unqualified in r the Qur’an 1 . 

50 Concerning what has explicit, and what has implicit, meaning in r the 
Qur’an 1 . 


5 1 Concerning the styles of address ‘used 1 in r the Qur’an 1 . 

52 Concerning literal and figurative meaning in r the Qur’an 1 . 

53 Concerning comparison ( tashbth ) and metaphor (istiara) in r the Qur’an 1 . 

54 Concerning metonymy ( kittaya ) and allusion (ta'rid) in r the Qur’an 1 . 

55 Concerning limitation and particularization r of meaning 1 . 

56 Concerning concision and prolixity. 

57 Concerning informative and performative ‘‘expressions 1 . 

58 Concerning the stylistic originality of the Qur’an. 

59 Concerning the division of the verses. 

60 Concerning the openings of the suras. 

6 1 Concerning the endings of the suras. 

62 Concerning correspondences r which occur in 1 the verses and r in 1 the suras. 

63 Concerning verses which closely resemble one another. 

64 Concerning the inimitability (i'jaz) of the Qur’an. 

65 Concerning knowledge derived from the Qur’an. 

66 Concerning parables in r the Qur’an 1 . 

67 Concerning oaths in r the Qur’an 1 . 

68 Concerning the dialectic of r the Qur'an 1 . 

69 Concerning names, agnomens, ‘and 1 surnames ‘mentioned in the 
Qur’an 1 . 

70 Concerning elliptical expressions ‘in which groups of people, some of 
whose members are known, are mentioned 1 . 

71 Concerning the names of those concerning whom ‘parts of 1 the Qur’an 
were sent down. 

72 Concerning the excellences of the Qur’an. 

73 Concerning the most excellent parts of the Qur’an and their virtues. 

74 Concerning the unique ‘passages 1 in the Qur’an. 

7 5 Concerning the special qualities of ‘the Qur'an 1 . 

76 Concerning orthography, and the correct way to write ‘the Qur’an 1 . 

77 Concerning knowledge of its exegesis (ta’wil) and its commentary ( tafsir ), 
the exposition of its nobility and the necessity for it. 

78 Concerning the conditions ‘to be fulfilled by 1 the commentator, and the 
correct behaviour ‘he should display 1 . 

79 The curiosities of tafstr. 

80 The generations of commentators (= Companions, Followers, etc.). 
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INTRODUCTION 


What follows was read back to 
Abuja'far Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabari 
in the year 306 r of the hijra 1 . 1 

P R A 1 s E be to Allah, Whose incomparable wisdom intuitive minds are 
compelled to recognize. Whose subtle arguments triumph in disputes 
created by discursive minds, Whose work, which is the 
creation in all its splendour, reduces to nothing the ^t^God 
justifications put forward by the tongues of atheists, Whose 
proofs r of His own Being" 1 call out to men of learning the witness that: 
He is Allah, there is no other god but He. He has no peer equalling 
Him, nor anyone similar resembling Him, nor any partner assisting 
Him; He has no son, no father, no consort, not a single equal. 2 

He is the absolute Dominator, and tyrants are forced to submit to 
His might. He is All-powerful: the most august kings bend before His 
Omnipotence, and those who cause men to tremble with fear humble 
themselves before the reverential dread His Authority inspires. The 
whole of creation yields in obedience to Him, whether willingly or by 
force, as God r Himself n , may His praise be glorified and His Names 
sanctified, has said: «To God bow all who are in the heavens and the 
earth, willingly or unwillingly, as do their shadows in the mornings 
and the evenings. » (13: 15) 

Every existant thing announces His Unicity, every sensible thing is a 
guide towards His divinity, through the marks of creation with which 
He has branded them — decrease and increase, impotence and needful- 
ness, susceptibility to accidental facts, and subjection to inevitable 
incidents — in order that to Him shall belong the decisive proof. 

Then He completed these indications of His which bore witness to 
Him, and confirmed the effulgence of His splendour in the hearts r of 
men 1 , through Messengers 3 whom he sent to whomsoever 
He wished of His servants. His Messengers call the people to Eulogy 
that whose truth has become evident to them and whose Messengers 
proof has become firmly established in r their n minds, «so 
that mankind might have no argument against God after the 



6 


INTRODUCTION 


Messengers » (4: 165), so that those possessed of discernment and 
intelligence might reflect. He has aided them with His Assistance, 
distinguished them from other men by proof attesting to their 
truthfulness, and by supporting them through decisive arguments and 
inimitable signs, in order that none might be able to say: «‘This is 
naught but a mortal like yourselves, who eats of what you eat and 
drinks of what you drink. If you obey a mortal like yourselves, then 
you will be losers. ’ » (2 3 : 3 3 ) 

He has made these Messengers ambassadors ( sufara *) between 
Himself and His creatures, and the trustees of His Revelation. He has 
accorded them His special favour, and has chosen them for His 
Message. He has placed them in different ranks and various spiritual 
stations through the gifts which He has bestowed on each one of them, 
and through the marks of honour with which He has favoured them. 
He has raised some of them above others according to distinct ranks 
competing in excellence. He has honoured one of them with the divine 
Speech which He has addressed to him, and with the intimate 
communication; and He has honoured another among them with the 
assistance of the Holy Spirit, and with the authorization to raise the 
dead and to cure the infirm and the blind. 4 

r Finally, n He has accorded to our prophet, Muhammad, may God 
bless him and grant him peace, the supreme degree, the highest rank, 
the most excellent share of His generosity, the most abundant portion 
of the degrees of prophethood, and the greatest number of followers 
and companions. He has sent him with the complete Call r to 
fhe°prop°het ^°^ ow t ^ ie r *ght path 1 and the universal Message; He has 
Muhammad guarded him and protected him uniquely against every 
wilful tyrant and rebel satan. Thus, through r our prophet 1 , 
He has made apparent the true religion ( al-dm ), 5 made clear the path 
to follow, explained the waymarks of truth, and extinguished the 
beacons of polytheism; through him falsehood has come to nothing, 
and the errancy and deceptions of Satan, and idolatry and paganism, 
have faded away. 

r Our prophet 1 has been confirmed with a proof which will abide for 
r alP time, will remain constant throughout r aIP ages and epochs, and 
will endure the passage of the months and the years, its light becoming 
more brilliant as time goes by, and more radiant as night and day 
succeed each other. r This has been conferred 1 as a special favour from 
God for him in preference to all His other Messengers — whom tyrants 
defeated and profligate nations despised, so that the traces of them were 
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obliterated after them, and r the succession 1 of night and day caused 
them to be forgotten — r in preference to 1 those of them who had been 
sent to one nation rather than another, to an elite rather then to the 
people at large, to one group rather than to all people. 

Praise be to God, Who has accorded us the honour of being able to 
recognize his truthfulness, and has made us among those who attest and 
have faith in him and in what he called to and brought. May God 
bestow on him and his Family His most pure blessing, His most 
surpassing peace and a most perfect salute. 

The most significant excellence which God granted the Community 
of our prophet, Muhammad, the greatest rank and pre-eminence with 
which He ennobled them above r aIP other communities, the most 
resplendent mark of honour He granted them, is the preservation of 
His Revelation, 6 which He caused to descend upon him. He made this 
Revelation a proof of the truth of the prophethood of 
their prophet, a clear sign and an eloquent argument for JJ 1 * 
the favour which He has bestowed upon him, may God * Relation 
bless him and grant him peace. Through this Revelation 
He has unambiguously distinguished him from all liars and impostors, 
and has made clear the distinction between r his followers 1 and every 
repudiator, atheist, infidel, and polytheist. If all the beings of the world 
of jinn and men, great or small, were to unite in order to produce a 
single sura comparable to this Revelation, they would not be able to do 
so, even if they were to back each other r in the task 1 . 7 

He made this Revelation a brilliant light in the obscurity of 
ignorance, a lustrous star in the twilight of uncertainty, a sure guide 
against wandering in the ways of confusion, and a leader on the paths to 
salvation and truth, « whereby God guides whosoever follows His good 
pleasure in the ways of peace, and brings them forth from the shadows 
into the light by His leave; and He guides them to a straight path.» 
(5:16) ... Its pillars will 'never 1 crumble, its way-marks will r never 1 be 
obliterated by the span of time; he who follows it will not deviate from 
the goal of the path, he who journeys with it will not wander from the 
way of guidance; he who complies with its directions will attain success 
and will be well directed, but he who strays will take the wrong 
turning and lose his way. 

r This Revelation 1 is the refuge to which r those who are guided by 
it 1 repair in case of differences; it is the stronghold to which they resort 
in times of adversity, the fortress in which they entrench themselves 
against the whisperings of Satan, the wisdom of their Lord in which 
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they seek arbitration, the binding 1 decision of His judgement between 
them to which they ultimately have recourse and in accordance with 
which they act; r it is 1 His cable by clinging to which they are saved 
from destruction. 8 


O my God, grant us Your providential help so that we may attain 
soundness in our discourse on the Revelation, both the 

Prayer tor div- ’ 

ine assistance in unambiguous 'parts 1 which have a specific commen- 
understandmg, and tary and the complex 'parts 1 which admit of ambi- 
the Revelation guous interpretations, 'the parts 1 which deal with what 
is lawful and those which deal with what is unlawful, 
r the parts 1 with universal application and those with particular 
relevance, r the parts 1 which are summary and those which are fully 
explained, r the parts 1 which abrogate as well as those which are 
abrogated, r the parts 1 whose meaning is apparent, as well as those whose 
meaning is concealed, . . . and also in the exegesis of its difficult passages. 

O my God, inspire us with a firm devotion to r this Revelation 1 so 
that we may have recourse ^nly 1 to its unambiguous parts, while being 
firm in submission to the obscure parts, r not seeking definitive 
interpretations for them 1 . 9 

O my God, endow us with the Grace to be able to thank You for 
having bestowed on us the power to memoriae r the Revelation 1 and 
knowledge of the sacred norms it establishes. 

Verily, You hear r our 1 supplication and are ever ready to answer. 

May the blessing of God and His abundant peace be upon our 
master, Muhammad, and his Family. 


Know, O servants of God, may He bestow Mercy upon you, that the 
most worthy thing to which your attention can be 
Knowledge directed, and knowledge of which leads to the ultimate 

of God g° a '* 1S that subject whose science is approved by God, and 

which directs the possessor of its science on the path of 
correct guidance. That which brings together all this for him who 
desires it is the Book of God « wherein is no doubt» (2: 2), and about 
whose revelation there is no dispute, the reciter of which will gain 
abundant provisions r for the next world 1 and a magnificent reward. 
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« Falsehood comes not to it from before it nor from behind it; a sending 
down from One All-wise, All-laudable. » (41: 42) 

As for us, in setting forth its interpretation and clarifying its 
meanings and significations, we shall, God willing, compose a 
comprehensive book, which will incorporate everything which people 
need to know about this Book, and which will surpass all other books 
on this subject. In all of this we shall state whatever consensus has come 
down to us where there has been agreement concerning r the Book of 
God 1 , as well as disagreement where this has occurred, establishing the 
reasoning of each of the schools of thought among them, and r finally 1 
indicating in the most succinct and brief manner possible that which 
seems to us to be correct. 10 

We ask for God’s help, r and pray 1 that He may grant us success in 
that which draws near those whom He loves and repels those who are 
the object of His W rath. May God bless the most perfect one in His 
creation and his Family, and grant them abundant peace. The first task 
to which we shall address ourselves is r the setting down of 1 a clear 
explanation of those meanings in the verses of the Qur’an which could 
cause confusion for those who have not exerted the utmost effort to 
discipline themselves in the sciences r which concern 1 the Arabic 
language, and who have not acquired an ingrained knowledge of the 
multifarious aspects of the linguistic devices employed by those who 
speak the language with a natural and instinctive eloquence. 

AN EXPLANATION OF THE CONFORMITY 
OF THE MEANINGS OF THE VERSES OF THE QUR’AN 
TO THE MEANINGS OF THE SPEECH OF THOSE 
IN WHOSE LANGUAGE IT WAS SENT DOWN 

AND A DEMONSTRATION THAT THIS COMES FORTH 
FROM AN ALL-ENCOMPASSING WISDOM 
ON THE PART OF GOD, EXALTED IS HIS MENTION 

TOGETHER WITH AN EXPOSITION 
OF THE DISTINCTIVENESS OF THE MEANING BY WHICH 
THE QUR’AN IS SET APART FROM ALL OTHER SPEECH 

One of the greatest favours which God has granted His servants, one of 
the most precious gifts which He has accorded His creatures, is r His 1 
bestowal of the benefit of clarity of discourse ( bay an )," through which 
they express what is hidden within their hearts and indicate what their 
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souls intend. Thereby He smoothed the coarseness of their tongues, and 
eased what they found difficult. Then they declared His oneness by 
means of it, and glorified and revered Him; and they satisfied their 
needs with it, and conversed with one another, getting to know each 
other and to work together. 

Then He appointed them to differing 1 categories with respect to 
what He had bestowed upon them, and raised them in degrees above 
each other: from the eloquent speaker, fluent and unhesitating, to the 
faltering speaker, voicing himself indistinctly, inarticulately, un r able to 1 
express what is in his heart. He caused the highest rank of them in this, 
the most outstanding degree among them, to be the most fluent of them 
in what they wanted to say, the most eloquent in expressing themselves. 
Then, in His Revelation and the unambiguous verses of His Book, He 
made known to them the favour of clarity of discourse which He had 
bestowed on them by which He gave them pre-eminence over the 
dumb and inarticulate. He said « What, one who is reared among 
ornaments, and is unclear ( ghairu mubtti) in dispute. » (43: 18) 

There can be no doubt that the highest and most resplendent degree 
of eloquence is that which expresses itself with the greatest clarity, 
making the intention of the speaker evident and facilitating the hearer’s 
understanding. But when it rises beyond this level r of eloquence 1 , and 
transcends what man is capable of, so that none of the servants r of God 1 
is able to match it, it becomes a proof and a sign for the Messengers of 
the One, the All-powerful. It is then the counterpart of the raising of 
the dead and the curing of lepers and the blind, themselves proofs and 
signs for r the Messengers 1 because they transcended the realm of the 
highest attainments of man’s medicine and therapy, beyond the 
capability of r the creatures of 1 all the worlds. . . . 

Since things are as we have described them, it is obvious that there is 
no clear discourse more eloquent, no wisdom more profound, no 
speech more sublime, no form of expression more noble, than rthis 1 
clear discourse and speech with which a single man challenged a people 
at a time when they were acknowledged masters of the art of oratory 
and rhetoric, poetry and prose, rhymed prose and soothsaying. 12 He 
reduced their fancy to folly and demonstrated the inadequacy of their 
logic, He dissociated himself from their religion and summoned all of 
them to follow him, accept r his Mission 1 , testify to its truth, and affirm 
that he was the Messenger sent to them by their Lord. He let them 
know that the demonstration of the truth of what he said, the proof of 
the genuineness of his prophethood, was the bayan — the clear 


discourse — , the hikma — the wisdom — , the furqan — the discriminator 
between truth and falsehood — , 13 which he conveyed to them in a 
language like their language, in a speech whose meanings conformed to 
the meanings of their speech. Then he told them all that they were 
incapable of bringing anything comparable to 'even 1 a part of r what he 
had brought 1 , and that they lacked the power to do this. They all 
confessed their inability, voluntarily acknowledging the truth of r what 
he had brought 1 , and bore witness to their own insufficiency; r all, that 
is, 1 except someone who pretended, through haughtiness, not to 
understand or to see, and attempted to undertake that of which he 
knew he was incapable. Thus he revealed the weakness of his mind 
which had been hitherto concealed, . . . and merely produced what 
even a feeble fool can produce. ... 14 

In fact, the excellence of God’s clarity of discourse over the 

discourse of all His creatures is comparable to His excellence over all 

His servants. Since this is the case, and since it is impossible for any 

one of us to communicate by addressing someone 

else in a way which the other cannot understand, it is The superiority 

obvious that it would not be permissible for r God 1 of the divine bayan 
,, 1 over ordinary 

to address any one of His creatures other than in a human speech 

way that he could understand. . . . «We have sent no 
Messenger save with the tongue of his people, that he might make all 
clear to them. » (14: 4) . . . «And We have not sent down upon you the 
Book except that you may make clear to them that whereon they 
were at variance, and as a guidance and as a mercy to a people who 
believe. » (16: 64) 

... It must therefore follow . . ., since the Book of God, which He 
sent down to our prophet, Muhammad, may God bless him and grant 
him peace, was in This 1 language, and since rhis 1 language was Arabic, 
that the Qur’an is in Arabic; and this is quite clearly stated in the 
Revelation of our Lord where He says: «We have sent it down as an 
Arabic Qur’an; haply you will understand » (12: 2), and « Truly it is the 
Revelation of the Lord of all Beings, brought down by the Faithful 
Spirit upon your heart, that you may be one of the warners, in a clear, 
Arabic tongue. » (26: 192-5) . . . 

Since what we have said is clearly correct, ... it necessarily follows 
that the meanings of the Book of God which was sent down to our 
prophet . . . must agree with the meanings of the speech of the Arabs, 
and that its ostensive sense must concur with the ostensive sense of their 
speech, even if the Book of God is set apart from it by the sublimity 
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with which it surpasses all other speech and discourse, as we have 
already described. 

Since this is the case, it is clear that there will be found in the Book of 
God which was revealed to His prophet, Muhammad, those rhetorical 
devices which are to be found in the speech of the Arabs: the use of 
ellipsis and brachylogy, and the employment of veiled instead of clear 
expression, of minimal instead of extended speech, in some places; the 
use of extended expression and added words, of repetition and varied 
expressions for the same meaning, the setting out of meanings by 
non-circumlocutory expressions, and the concealing r of intended 
meanings 1 with cryptic expressions, in other places; synecdoche of the 
particular for the general and vice versa; metalepsis of an indirect 
expression for a direct expression; substitution of the description for the 
thing described and vice versa; histeron proteron, the inversion of 
logical order; synecdoche of the part for the whole; the replacement of 
an ellipsis with a clear expression, and the bringing out of what has 
been omitted. We shall explain all of this in r the appropriate 1 places, if 
God wills it and I am aided by support and strength from Him. 

EXPLANATION OF THE EXPRESSIONS 
COMMON TO BOTH ARABIC AND THE LANGUAGES 
OF SOME OTHER DIVISIONS OF MANKIND 

objection: You have just stated that it would not be permissible 
for God to address any one of His creatures in any way that he could 
not understand, or to send him a Message which was not in a language 
with which he was familiar. r So what is your explanation of the 
following Traditions? 115 

=>Abu Musa Al-Ash'afF 1 , concerning «He will give you kiflaini 

from His mercy » (57: 28): 

r The dual noun 1 al-kiflan means ‘double recompense’ in Ethiopic 

[1] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 16 concerning « surely the first part of the night 

(ndshi’ata ’l-laili)» (73: 6): 

In Ethiopic, when a man gets up during the night, they say nasha’a 

[2] 

=>Abu Maisara, concerning «0 you mountains, glorify (* auwibi ) 

r God n with him» {34: 10): 


r 'Auwibi means 1 ‘glorify’ in Ethiopic. [3] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, on being asked about « fleeing before a lion 
(qaswara) » (74: 51): 

r The lion 1 is called asad in Arabic, shir in Persian, ariya in 
Nabatean, and qaswara in Ethiopic. [4] 

^SaTd b. Jubair: 

The r tribe of the 1 Quraish said: ‘Why was this Qur’an not sent 
down in a foreign language ( a'jamiyan ) as well as in Arabic?’ 
Whereupon God sent down r this verse: 1 «They say: ‘Why are its 
signs not set forth in a foreign language and in Arabic?’ Say: ‘To 
the believers it is a guidance and a healing. ’» (41: 44) . . . [5] 

=>Abu Maisara: 

There are ‘expressions 1 in the Qur’an from every language. [6] 

And r there are many 1 Traditions similar to these which, if we were to 
quote them, would unnecessarily lengthen this book, and which 
indicate that there are Expressions 1 in the Qur’an which are not from 
the Arabic language. 

reply: What these Authorities 1 have related does not contradict what 
we have just said, since they did not say that these expressions, or 
expressions similar to them, do not exist in the speech of the Arabs. 
r Nor did they say 1 that they were not part of r the Arabs’ 1 way of 
speaking before the Qur’an was sent down, or that they did not know 
them before the advent of the Qur’an. For in that case there would 
indeed be a contradiction between what they relate and what we say. 
All that some of them said was that such-and-such an expression means 
such-and-such in Ethiopic, and that another expression means some- 
thing else in Persian. We do not deny that there may be some 
utterances which agree in the speech of the peoples of all different 
tongues and which have one and the same meaning, let alone that r such 
might be the case between 1 just two linguistic communities. Indeed, we 
find such agreement common in different languages that we know; for 
example, dirham, dinar, dawat ( = ink-pot), qalam ( = pen), qirtas 
( = paper), and so on . . where Persian and Arabic agree in word and 
meaning. 17 Quite possibly it is the same in other languages which we 
do not know how to speak .... 

objection: Suppose someone were to say, concerning what we 
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have just stated about the agreement in word and meaning in Persian 
and Arabic between the expressions we have just enumerated, and 
between similar expressions we have refrained from mentioning: ‘AH 
of these are Persian and not Arabic’; or ‘All of these are Arabic and not 
Persian.’ Or rsuppose 1 he were to say: ‘Some of these are Arabic and 
some Persian ; or They were originally Arabic, and then spread and 
became current in Persian ; or ‘They were originally Persian, and then 
spread to the Arabs and were Arabicized.’ 

reply: r We should deem this person to be 1 unlearned, because the 
Some words Arabs have no more right to claim that the origin of an 

may belong expression lies with them rather than with the Persians 

equaiiy^co than do the Persians to claim the origin lies with them 

one language rather than with the Arabs. r The only certain fact is that 1 
the expression is employed with the same wording and 
the same meaning by two linguistic groups. Since the matter is as we 
have described . . ., r there can be no good grounds for 1 one of these 
groups to claim that the origin lies with them rather than with the 
other group. . . . r He who claims this 1 is claiming something whose 
soundness could only be established on the basis of a Tradition which 
led to sure knowledge and eliminated doubt, and whose genuineness 
cut short any uncertainty. 

In our opinion the correct approach to this question is to call r these 
expressions 1 Arabo-Persian or Arabo-Ethiopic, since the two r lin- 
guistic 1 communities use them as they use the other r words in their 1 
discourse and speech. It is the same with every r part of 1 speech and 
noun for which different communities have the same word with the 
same meaning, and which is found to be used in each Community 1 in 
the same way as is the rest of their language 

This then is the meaning Intended by 1 those from whom we 
narrated opinion r s 1 about 'various 1 expressions ... at the beginning of 
this section — where one of them related an 'expression 1 to Ethiopic, 
another ''related 1 one to Persian, r etc 1 — , for someone who relates any 
one of these ''expressions 1 to whatever he relates it to does not ''thereby 1 
. . . deny that it is Arabic, nor does someone who says that one of them 
is Arabic deny that it is justifiably related to r another language 1 .... An 
affirmation indicates a negation in the case of meanings which cannot 
be combined with it r because they are contradictory 1 , as when someone 
says ‘So-and-so is standing’, which indicates that he is not sitting down, 
and so forth .... However, r when a meaning 1 is distinct from the 


meaning r of the affirmation 1 it can be combined with it; this is like 
when someone says ‘So-and-so is standing and talking to so-and-so’, 
for there is nothing in the affirmation of his standing which indicates 
that he cannot be talking to someone else, since it is permissible for 
r these two meanings 1 to be combined at the same time in a single 
individual. ... It is the same with what we said about the expressions 
we mentioned, and others like them, r i.e., that 1 it was not impossible 
that some of them were both Arabic and Persian, or Ethiopic and 
Arabic, if they were used in both communities. So it is correct, and not 
false, to relate these Expressions 1 ... to either one of the communities 
or to both of them. . . , 18 

§ Tabari raises a hypothetical objection that it is wrong to attribute a word 
or expression to more than one linguistic community in the same way as it is 
wrong to say that a human being has two genealogies. Genealogies, he says in 
refutation, quoting «Call them after their fathers; that is more equitable before 
God» {33: 5), are to be traced through only one genetic strand, but such is not 
the case with a linguistic expression where the criterion is merely whether a 
certain community uses it or not; with such a criterion, it is quite possible for 
more than one community to lay claim to it. Similarly, he says, if a region is 
between the coast and the mountains, it is equally correct to call the climate 
maritime, or montane, or both, since neither of these descriptions contradicts 
the other. 

It is therefore quite incorrect for anyone with sound judgement, 
who recognizes the truth of the Book of God and recites it, and who is 
acquainted with God’s normative limits, to believe that one part of the 
Qur’an is Persian and not Arabic, another Nabatean and not Arabic . . ., 
and another Ethiopic and not Arabic, after what God has stated about 
it, that He made it an Arabic Qur’an. 19 

objection: r But 1 the expressions that 'you 1 mentioned at the 
beginning of Ehis 1 section, and those similar to them, are r from 1 the 
speech of nations other than the Arabs; they were adopted by the Arabs 
and Arabized. 

reply: What is your incontrovertible proof for the truth of what you 
say? . . . What is the difference between you and those who oppose you 
on this matter and say •’that 1 the origin of these expressions ... is 
Arabic? . . . 

§ Tabari pursues this dialectic further to show that without a definite proof 
neither of the two sides can win the argument. 
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THE ARABIC DIALECT 
IN WHICH THE QUR’AN WAS SENT DOWN 

For those who have managed to understand it, we have given sufficient 
proof of the correctness of the opinion that God sent down the whole of 
the Qur an in the Arabic language, and not in any other of the 
languages of the nations r of mankind 1 , and of the incorrectness of the 
opinion of those who claim that some of it is not in Arabic or its dialects. 

Now we say: If this is true, ... in which of the dialects of the Arabs 
was r the Qur an 1 sent down? In all of them, or in one of them? For 
although the Arabs are all called by the one name, they have different 
ways of expressing themselves, different manners of speaking. This 
being the case, and since God has informed His servants that He has 
made the Qur’an Arabic, and that He has sent it down in a clear, Arabic 
tongue, 20 and since this ostensively has both a particular sense*", i.e., 
that it is a particular dialect 1 and a general sense r i.e., that all the dialects 
are meant 1 , the only way for us to know whether God meant the 
particular or the general sense is through an explanation by the person 
to whom the proper explanation of the Qur’an was accorded, and that 
is the Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace. 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘The Qur’an was sent down in seven 
harfs . 21 Disputation concerning the Qur’an is unbelief — he said 
this three times — ‘and you should put into practice what you 
know of it, and leave what you do not know of it to someone 
who does.’ [7] 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘An All-knowing, Wise, Forgiving, 
Merciful sent down the Qur’an in seven harfs.' [8 and 9] 

=>'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘The Qur’an was sent down in seven 
harfs. Each of these harfs has an outward aspect (zahr) and an 
inward aspect ( batn ); each of the harfs has a border, and each 
border has a lookout.’ 22 [10 and 1 1] 

(■■) 

=>'Abd Allah b. Mas’ud: 

We disputed about a sura of the Qur’an, . . . r about whether 1 there 
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were thirty-five or thirty-six verses. (...) So we hurried to the 
Messenger of God, and we found ’AH in intimate conversation 
with him. (...) We said: ‘We differ in recitation.’ The face of the 
Messenger of God reddened r in anger 1 and he said: ‘Those before 
you perished only because of their disagreements.’ (...) Then he 
whispered something to ‘AIT, who said to us: ‘The Messenger of 
God, may God bless him and grant him peace, commands you to 
recite as you were taught.’ [13] 

(-■) 

=>'Umar b. al-Khattab: 

I heard Hisham b. Hakim recite the sura of the Furqan (25) during 
the lifetime of the Messenger of God, may God bless him and 
grant him peace. I listened to his recitation, and r noticed that 1 he 
was reciting according to many harfs in which the Messenger of 
God had never had me recite. I was about to grab hold of him in 
r the middle of his 1 prayer, but I waited till he had recited the final 
salutations. When he had finished, I seized him by his robe and 
said: ‘Who taught you to recite the sura which I have just heard 
you recite?’ He said: ‘The Messenger of God taught me to recite 
it.’ I said: ‘You are lying. By God, the Messenger of God himself 
taught me to recite this sura which I have just heard you recite.’ 

So I hurriedly took him to the Messenger of God and said: ‘O 
Messenger of God, I have heard this man recite the sura of the 
Furqan in harfs in which you never taught me to recite it, and it 
was you yourself who taught me to recite the sura of the Furqan.’ 
(...) The Messenger of God said: ‘Let him go, 'Umar; and you, 
Hisham, recite.’ So he recited for him the recitation I had heard 
him recite and the Messenger of God said: ‘It was sent down like 
that.’ Then the Messenger of God said: ^Now 1 you recite, ‘Umar’, 
and I recited it as the Messenger of God had taught me. Then the 
Messenger of God said: ‘It was sent down like that.’ Then the 
Messenger of God said: ‘Indeed, this Qur’an was sent down in 
seven harjs. Y ou should recite whichever comes easily to you.’ [ 1 5] 

(••) 

=>*Alqama al-Nakha'I: 

When *Abd Allah b. Mas'ud left Kufa, his companions gathered 
round him. He took leave of them, and said: ‘Do not dispute 
about the Qur’an. It will not vary, nor will it dwindle or change 
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because it is often repeated. The revealed law (shan'a) of Islam, its 
legal punishments ( hudud ), its religious obligations ( fara’id ), exist 
in it in a single form. If something in one of the harfs forbade 
something which another commanded, that would be a variation, 
but it combines all that; there are no variations in it regarding the 
legal punishments or the religious obligations, nor in anything else 
in the laws of Islam. 

‘I remember when we disputed about the Qur’an before the 
Messenger of God; he ordered us to recite before him, and told 
each of us we had recited properly. If I were to come to know that 
someone knew more than I did about what God had sent down to 
His Messenger, I would seek him out in order to add his 
knowledge to mine. I learnt seventy suras from the tongue of the 
Messenger of God himself, and I knew that the Qur’an was read 
to him r by those Companions chosen to learn it by heart and recite 
it to him so that he could check the recitation 1 every month of 
Ramadan, until the year his life was taken away, when it was 
recited twice. When that was finished, I recited myself before him, 
and he told me I had recited properly. He who recites like I recite 
must not abandon r that recitation for another 1 , and he who recites 
according to another harf must not abandon r that for another 1 , for 
he who rejects any verse rejects them all.’ 23 [18] 

(..) 

=>Ubaiy b. Ka'b: 

I was in the mosque r in Medina 1 when a man came in and prayed. 
He recited r the suras in the prayer 1 according to a recitation which 
I disapproved of him using. Then another man entered; and he 
recited according to a recitation which was different from that of 
his fellow worshipper. So we all went in to see the Messenger of 
God, may God bless him and grant him peace. I said: ‘O 
Messenger of God, this man recited in a way which I disapprove 
of him using. Then this man came in and recited in a way different 
from that of his fellow worshipper.’ So the Messenger of God 
commanded them to recite, and approved what each of them had 
done. There arose in my soul some doubt which I had not 
experienced since the Jahillya, 24 and when the Messenger of God 
saw what had befallen me he struck me in the chest and I suddenly 
began to perspire as if I was contemplating God in great fear. Then 
he said to me: ‘O Ubaiy! r An angel 1 was sent r to me to transmit 


from God these words 1 : “Recite the Qur’an according to one 
harf." I replied: “Make things easy for my Community.” He came 
back to me a second time r and said 1 : “Recite the Qur’an 
according to one harf" I replied: “Make things easy for my 
Community.” He came back to me a third time r and said 1 : 
“Recite it according to seven harfs, and for each of the repetitions 
r of My command 1 which I have made to you, you may ask 
something of Me.” I said: “O my God, forgive my Community. 

O my God, forgive my Community.” As for the third one, I 
deferred it until the Day when all creatures, even Abraham, will ask 
for my intercession.’” [30; see also 38 and 46. For similar narrations 
see => Ubaiy b. Ka'b, 32 and 33; => (Ubaiy b. Ka'b?), 39; =>Abu 
Juhaim al-Ansarl, 41] 

r Ubaiy further said: 1 The Messenger of God said to me: ‘I ask God 
to protect you from doubt and denial.’ He also said: ‘God 
commanded me to recite the Qur’an according to one harf and I 
said: “O God, my Lord, alleviate r the difficulties 1 of my 
community.” He said: “Recite it according to two harfs" And He 
commanded me to recite it according to seven harfs, from seven 
gates of the Garden, each of them being curative and sufficient.’ 25 
[31. For this last phrase, see also, inter alios, =>'Umar b. 
al-Khattab, 17; =>'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, 42] 

(••) 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘This Qur’an was sent down 
according to seven harfs. So recite; there is no restriction r on 
which one you recite 1 ; but where mercy is mentioned do not 
finish up mentioning punishment, and where punishment is 
mentioned do not finish up mentioning mercy.’ [45] 

It is certain that the Qur’an was sent down in some of the Arabic 
tongues and not all of them, for it is clear that there are more than seven 
tongues and dialects beyond count. 

question: What is your proof that the meaning of theProphet’s 
words ‘the Qur’an was sent down according to seven harfs and ‘I was 
commanded to recite the Qur’an according to seven harfs' is as you 
claim, •namely 1 that it was sent down in seven dialects, and that he was 
commanded to recite it in seven dialects, and that they do not mean 
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what those who oppose you r r opinion 11 say, r namely n that it was sent 
down with command and prohibition (atnr wa-zajr), encouragement of 
good and discouragement of evil ( targhib wa-tarhtb), narrative and 
parable (qasas wa-mathal ), and so forth? You know that those who said 
this were among the pious predecessors in the Community and from 
the elite of their leaders. 

reply: Those who said this were not claiming that the inter- 
pretation of the Traditions which we have previously quoted was 
what you claim that they said about the seven, but not more, harfs in 
which the Qur an was sent down; that r indeed"* would be contrary to 
what we said. They only stated that the Qur’an had been sent down 
according to seven harfs, meaning by this that it had been sent down 
according to seven ‘aspects (wajh, pi. wujuh )’ 26 .... We have already 
narrated some Traditions from the Prophet and from a number of the 
Companions which are similar to what the r se people 1 say, and we 
shall investigate the rest of them with their explanations when we 
come to them, God willing. 

As for the Tradition of Ubaiy b. Ka‘b r , [31] above 1 , in which it is 
mentioned that the Prophet said: ‘I was commanded to recite the 
Qur’an according to seven harfs, from seven gates of the Garden’, the 
seven harfs correspond to the seven dialects we spoke about, and the 
seven gates of the Garden correspond to the seven meanings in it, 
command and prohibition, encouragement of good and discourage- 
ment of evil, narrative, and parable, which, if a person practices them 
and follows them through to their limits, will necessarily entitle him to 
Paradise. There is thus, praise be to God, no contradiction between 
what these predecessors of ours have said and anything we have said. 

The proof of the correctness of what we have said ^about 1 the 
meaning of the r se n authoritative narrations by 'Umar b. al-Khattab, 
p ftht h b. Mas'ud, and Ubaiy b. Ka'b from the 

seven ha,fi in Prophet . . . is that they disputed among themselves 

these Traditions about the Qur’an, and that some of them differed with 
levin dkdct” others about the recitation itself, not about the meanings, 
so they appealed to the Prophet to adjudicate between 
them about this. Then he asked them all to recite, and approved all of 
them in their recitations despite their differences, although some of 
them had doubts about his approval of them; and he said to those who 
had doubts . . . : ‘God commanded me to recite the Qur’an according 
to seven harfs.’ It is clear that if their dispute . . . had been about 
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declarations of lawfulness and unlawfulness, or about the Promise and 
the Threat, 27 and so forth, which their recitations indicated, he could 
not have approved all of them and commanded each reciter ... to 
follow his own reading concerning r these things 1 , for, if this were 
correct, it would necessarily follow that God commanded the 
obligatory performance of a certain act in whoever’s recitation 
indicated it was obligatory, prohibited the performance of the same act 
in whoever’s recitation indicated it was forbidden, and gave freedom 
over the performance of the same act, allowing those servants of His 
who wanted to do it to do it, and allowing those servants of His who 
wanted to refrain from it to refrain from it, in whoever’s recitation 
indicated a free choice. In other words, if someone were to hold this 
opinion, he would be affirming what God has denied about His 
Revelation and the legal authority of His Book: «What, do they not 
ponder the Qur’an? If it had been from other than God, surely they 
would have found in it much inconsistency. » (4: 82) In God’s denial that 
the legal authority of His Book was like this is the clearest proof that He 
sent down His Book on the tongue of Muhammad with only a single 
judgement applying equally to all His creatures, not with judgements 
which differed among them. 

(...) 

Moreover, there is textual evidence for the correctness of what we 
have said in a Tradition from the Messenger of God. 

=>Abu Bakra: 

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
said: Gabriel said: “Recite the Qur’an acording to one harf ” 
Then 1 Michael, peace be with him, said: “Request more r than 
this for him 1 .” He said: “ r Recite n according to two harfs.” This 
continued 1 until it reached six or seven harfs. (...) Each one is 
curative and sufficient — as long as one does not finish up a verse of 
punishment with a verse of mercy, or a verse of mercy with one of 
punishment — as if one were to say “ halumma ” instead o {“ta'ala” 
(both = “Come!”).’ [47. Identical with 40.] 

The text of this Tradition makes it clear that the difference between 
the seven harfs is a difference of words . . . which agree in meaning, not 
a difference in meanings entailing a difference of legal norms. 

There are also authentic Traditions from a group of the pious 
predecessors and successors which serve as examples of what we have 
said about this. 
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(-.) 

=>Ibn Mas'ud: 

He who recites the Qur’an according to one harf must not change 
from it to another. [50] 

It is quite clear that Abd Allah r b. Mas'ud 1 did not mean by what he 
said: He who recites any command or prohibition in the Qur’an must 
not change from it to the recitation of any threat or promise in it, and he 
who recites any threat or promise in it must not change from it to the 
recitation of any narration or parable in it. What he meant, may God 
have mercy on him, was: He who recites with his harf must not change 
from it to another ‘‘just 1 because he dislikes it — and his harf is his 
recitation, just as the Arabs call someone’s recitation his harf. . . — , and 
he who recites with Ubaiy’s or Zaid’s harf or with the harf of any of 
the Companions of the Messenger of God who recited with one of the 
seven harfs, must not change from it to another because he dislikes it. 
For unbelief in part of r the Qur’an 1 is unbelief in all of it, and unbelief in 
one of these harfs is unbelief in all of it, meaning by harf the recitation 
of anyone who recited with one of the seven harfs as we have described. 

(••) 

=*-Laith: 

Mujahid used to recite the Qur’an according to five harfs. [52] 

=> Salim: 

Sa'Id b. Jubair used to recite the Qur’an according to two harfs. 

[ 53 ] 

=>Mugh!ra: 

Yazld b. al-WaUd used to recite the Qur’an according to three 

harfs. [54] 

Could those who claimed that the interpretation of the Prophet’s 
words ‘The Qur’an was sent down according to seven harfs' was that it 
was sent down according to the seven ‘aspects’ which we have 
mentioned — command and prohibition, promise and threat, dialectic, 
narrative, and parable — have been of the opinion that Mujahid and 
Sa'Id b. Jubair only recited two or five ‘aspects’ of the Qur’an, and not 
its other meanings? For if they did suppose this of them, they have 
supposed something r which does 1 not Taccord 1 with the r se authorities’ 
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high 1 level r of understanding 1 of the Qur’an or their knowledge of the 
verses of the Furqan, for which they are well known. 

(••) 


question: If the interpretation of the words of the Prophet ‘The 
Qur an was sent down according to seven harfs ’ is, according to you, as 
you have described, what evidence do you have for it? Produce for us an 
expression in the Book of God which is recited in seven dialects, and we 
will admit the truth of what you say. Otherwise, if you do not find such 
an expression, it will be clear from your failure to do so that the opinion 
of those who say that it is to be interpreted as having been sent down 
with seven meanings ... is correct, and that what you say is wrong. 

Or do you say about this that the seven harfs are seven dialects in the 
Qur’an, dispersed throughout it, from the living dialects of the tribes of 
the Arabs which have different dialects, as some of those who have not 


looked closely into this say. For if so, you are saying something whose 
falsehood is clear to every intelligent person .... That is 
to say, the Traditions by which you proved the truth of The existence 
your opinion about the interpretation of the Prophet’s ° f ^reduriom 

words . . . are Traditions which you narrated from 
'Umar b. al-Khattab, *Abd Allah b. Mas'ud, and Ubaiy b. Ka'b, 
according to which they disputed about the reading of part of the 
Qur’an and differed about its recitation, not its interpretation. If the 
seven harfs . . . were, according to you, dispersed through the Qur’an, 

. . . the meanings of the Traditions would be invalid . . ., because no harf 
like this would produce any disagreement between reciters. All the 
reciters would recite the harf with a single recitation, according to 
what is in the codex, 28 and what was sent down. 


(...) 


reply: TOur 1 opinion about this is not . . . as you describe it. Rather 
the seven harjs in which God sent down the Qur’an are seven dialectal 
•^readings 1 for a single expression or a single word, with different 
verbalizations but the same meaning, like someone saying 'halutntna ' , 
'aqbiV, ‘ ta'ala ' , ‘ ilaiya , 'qasdt \ ‘ nahwV , ‘ qurbV (all = ‘Come!’), 29 and so 
forth .... 


objection: So in which verses of the Book of God do we find a 
single expression recited in seven dialects with different verbalizations 
but agreeing in meaning? Then we shall concede to you the correctness 
of what you claim about the interpretation of this. 
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reply: We do not claim that they are in existence at the present time; 
only it has been reported to us that the meaning of what the Prophet 
said is as the Traditions have explained, and this is what we have 
described. What we claim is not at variance with this, for the reason we 
have already explained. 

objection: So what has happened to the six other harfi no longer in 
existence, if the matter is as you say it is, and the 
The disappear- Messenger of God taught and commanded his Compan- 

the dialectal lons to recite them, and God sent them down from Him 
recitations to His prophet, Muhammad? Were they abrogated and 
taken back? What is the proof of their having been 
abrogated and taken back? Or has the Community forgotten them? But 
this would imply that they had caused something to vanish which they 
had been commanded to preserve. What is the story concerning this? 

reply: They were not abrogated, nor did they go back; the 
Community who were commanded to preserve r the Revelation 1 did 
not cause it to vanish. The Community were commanded to preserve 
the Qur an, and they were allowed to choose to recite and preserve it in 
whichever of these seven harfi they wanted, just as they were 
commanded to expiate for breaking an oath, if they are wealthy, by 
any of three expiations they like: by freeing r a slave 1 , by feeding r the 
poor 1 , or by clothing ’them 1 . 30 And if they agree on expiation by one 
of the three ’ways 1 of expiation ’alone 1 , without banning expiation by 
whichever of the three rways 1 the expiator wishes, they will have 
carried out God’s ruling and discharged their duty towards God 
concerning it. In the same way the Community were commanded to 
preserve the Qur’an and its recitation, and they were left to choose to 
recite it in any of the seven harfi they wished; and they decided — for 
the reason which obliged them to rely on r only 1 one harf - — to recite it 
according to a single harf, and they discarded recitation according to 
the six remaining harfi, although they did not ban the reciter from 
reciting it according to all its permitted harfi. 

question: What was the reason which obliged them to rely on one 
harf rather than any of the six remaining harfi? 

REPLY 

=>Zaid b. Thabit: 

At the time when r many of 1 the Companions of the Messenger of 


God were being killed in al-Yamama , 31 'Umar b. al-Khaftab 
went to see Abu Bakr and said to him: ‘The Companions of the 
Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, are 
flocking to al-Yamama like moths plunging into a flame, and I 
fear that they will not see their homes again, but will fight and 
be killed. Now these men are the “bearers” of the Qur’an r i.e., 
those in whose memories it is preserved 1 , so the Qur’an will be 
lost and forgotten. What if you were to gather it together and 
write it down?’ 

Abu Bakr disliked r this suggestion 1 and said: ‘Should I do what 
the Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
never did?’ So they argued about this matter. — Abu Bakr then sent 
word to Zaid b. Thabit, and r this is how Zaid narrated the 
sequel 1 : — I went to see r Abu Bakr 1 , and ‘Umar was sitting there 
very tense and alert. Abu Bakr said: ‘This man has invited me to do 
something which I have refused to do. You r , Zaid , 1 are the “scribe” 
of the Revelation . 32 If you agree with him, I will follow what 
both of you say; if you agree with me, I shall not do it.’ (...) Abu 
Bakr recounted what 'Umar had said, while ‘Umar kept silent. 

I did not like r what I heard 1 , and said: ‘Should we do what the 
Messenger of God, may the blessing and peace of God be upon 
him, never did?’ Whereupon 'Umar said the words: ‘What could 
be held against you two if you were to do this?’ So we turned it 
over in our minds, and r coming to the same conclusion 1 said: 
‘Nothing, by God! What could be held against us for doing this?’ 
So Abu Bakr ordered me r to gather the Book together and write 
it down 1 . I wrote it on page-size pieces of hide, small pieces of 
scapula and palm leaves. 

When Abu Bakr died, and ‘Umar became ’’caliph 1 , all this was 
written down ’again 1 on a single scroll and deposited with him. 
When he died, the scroll remained with r his daughter , 1 Hafsa, the 
wife of the Prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace. 

Then, when Hudhaifa b. al-Yaman returned from a military 
expedition to the Armenian steppes , 33 before he even entered his 
home, he went ’straight 1 to ‘Uthman b. ‘AflSn and said: ‘O 
Commander of the Faithful, you must attend to the people!’ 
‘Uthman said: ‘What is the matter?’ ‘I took a military expedition 
to the Armenian steppes,’ he said, ‘and people from Iraq and Syria 
took part. Since the Syrians recited r in their prayers 1 according to 
the recitation of Ubaiy b. Ka‘b 34 and uttered what the people of 
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Iraq had never heard before, the people of Iraq called them 
infidels. And since the people of Iraq recited according to the 
recitation of Ibn Mas'ud and uttered what the Syrians had never 
heard before, the Syrians called them infidels.’ 

(...) 'Uthman b. 'Affan ordered me to write out a definitive 1 
scroll for him, saying: ‘I will send in r to work 1 with you an 
intelligent man whose Arabic is pure; when you are in agreement 
on something write it down. But if you disagree on something, 
refer it to me.’ He assigned Aban b. Sa'Td b. al-'A$ to me. When 
we reached «The sign of his kingship is that the Ark ( al-tabiit ) will 
come to you» (2: 248), r I said 1 al-tabuh and Aban b. Sa'Td said 
al-tabiit , so we referred it to ‘Uthman, who wrote al-tabiit. When I 
had finished, I reviewed the text, but I could not find this verse 
anywhere: « Among the believers are men who were true to their 
covenant with God; some of them have fulfilled their vow by 
death, and some are still awaiting, and they have not changed in 
the least* (33: 23). I sought out the Muhajirun, and asked them 
about this, but I could find no trace of it with any of them. So I 
sought out the An§ar, and asked them about it, but I could find no 
trace of it with any of them. 35 Finally, I found it with Khuzaima 
b. Thabit, and wrote it down. 

Then I made another revision, and r this time 1 failed to find 
these two verses: «Now there has come to you a Messenger from 
among yourselves; grievous to him is your suffering; anxious is he 
over you, gentle to the believers, compassionate. * So if they turn 
their backs, say: ‘Allah is enough for me. There is no god but He. 
In Him have I put my trust. He is Lord of the Mighty Throne.’* 
(9: 128-9) So I sought out the Muhajirun and asked them about 
this, but I could find no trace of it with any of them. So I sought 
out the Ansar and asked them about it, but I could find no trace of 
it with any of them. Finally, I found it with another man called 
Khuzaima, and I set r these verses 1 at the end of al-Bara’a (sura 9). If 
they had been three verses, I would have made them a sura on 
their own. 36 

Then I made a r third n revision, and found nothing r missing 1 . 
Then ‘Uthman sent word to Hafsa asking her to give him the 
scroll, making a promise to her that he would return it. She 
handed it over to him, and he compared the book r we had 
compiled 1 with it. No difference was found between them. Then 
he returned it to her. He was pleased and ordered people to copy 


several books r from the master copy 1 . When Uafsa died, a strict 
order was sent to r her brother 1 ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar for the scroll, 
and he gave it to them and it was given a thorough washing. 37 
[59, 60. Further Traditions about the recension of the Qur’an: 
=>Abu Qilaba, 61; =>Anas b. Malik al-Ansaff, 62; ^-(Zaid b. 
Thabit?), 63; =>$a‘sa*a, 64] 

r There are 1 Traditions similar to this r , but to 1 study them all would 
r unduly 1 lengthen the book. And r there are 1 Traditions which show 
that the Leader of the Muslims, the Commander of the Faithful, 
‘Uthman b. ‘Affiln, may God have mercy on him, Struggled to 1 unite 
the Muslims, being anxious over them, gentle and compassionate 
towards them, alert to any apostasy among them after r their 
acceptance 1 of Islam, and to any unbelief creeping in among them after 
r their newly-found 1 faith. For there appeared in his own time, and in 
his presence, some people who denied some of the seven harfs in which 
the Qur’an had been sent down, despite the fact that the Companions 
of the Messenger of God had heard him forbid the denial of anything 
from r the harfs* and inform them that doubt about them constituted 
unbelief. 

When ‘Uthman saw this r deniaP manifesting itself among them in 
his own time, and because of the nearness of their time to the sending 
down of the Qur’an and to the departure of the Messenger of God 
from among them, he instituted something for them that would 
protect them from a terrible affliction in the religion, and that was the 
recitation of the Qur’an according to a single harf He united them 
over a single recension, a single harf, and destroyed all other codices 
from which this one had been collected. He required everyone who 
had a variant codex to tear it up, and the Community obediently rallied 
to him on this matter. They saw that there was correct conduct and 
good guidance r for them 1 in what he had done. So they abandoned the 
recitation according to the six harfs which their just leader had required 
them to abandon, obeying him in this out of their own self-interest as 
well as out of interest for those other generations of their community 
who were to come after them. r So complete was their obedience to 
him on this matter 1 that r alP knowledge r of these other harfs* was 
effaced from the Community, and r alP trace of them disappeared, so 
that today no one can find his way r to discovering 1 how to recite them, 
for they have disintegrated or been obliterated. The Muslims have 
followed each other, generation by generation, in rejecting the 
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recitation of the r other harfs 1 , without denying their validity or the 
validity of any part of them, having their own interests and those of 
their co-religionists in view. Today the Muslims have only this 
recitation according to the unique '’remaining' 1 harf which their 
compassionate and sincere leader chose for them, and not the six other 
harjs which he abandoned. 

§ Tabari justifies the dropping of the six other harfs on the grounds that the 
Prophet did not give the Community a binding command to preserve them 
all, but only a recommendation to do so. On the other hand, it was binding on 
them to ensure that the best interests of Islam and its followers were preserved, 
and this is what they did by abandoning all but one harf. 

(...) 

question: Do you know the seven dialects in which the Qur’an 
was sent down? Which of the Arabic tongues are these? 

reply: First, there is no need for us to know the six other harfs in 
which the Qur’an was sent down, since, if we knew them, we should 
not recite with them, for the reasons we have already given. It is said 
that five of them r correspond to the dialects' 1 of the hind r or lower' 1 
clans of the r tribe of 1 Hawazin, and that two of them r correspond to the 
dialects' 1 of r t he tribes of 1 Quraish and Khuza’a. 38 All this is narrated 
from Ibn Abbas, but the narrations from him are not narrations that 
can be adduced as proofs. That is to say, it was al-Kalbl through Abu 
$alih who narrated from him ‘Five of them are from the dialect of the 
hind clans of Hawazin’, and Qatada [65] who narrated from him ‘The 
two others are a dialect of Quraish and KhuzaY, but Qatada never met 
him or heard from him. 39 

(•■) 

As for the meaning of the words of the Prophet when he said that 
the Qur’an was sent down according to seven harfs, and that each of 
them was curative and sufficient, 40 it is as God has said concerning the 
quality of the Qur’an: «0 men, now there has come to you an 
admonition from your Lord, and a remedy for what is in the breasts, 
and a guidance, and a mercy to the believers. » (10: 57) God has made 
r the Qur’an 1 a remedy for the believers, to seek in its exhortations the 
cure for the maladies which arise in their hearts from the whisperings 
and suggestions of Satan; and the eloquent discourse of its verses suffices 
them and allows them to do without all the 'other 1 counsels they have 
abandoned. 
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EXPLANATION OFTHE MEANING 
OF THE WORDS OF THE MESSENGER OF GOD: 

‘THE QUR’AN WAS SENT DOWN FROM SEVEN GATES OF PARADISE’, 
AND A QUOTATION OF THE TRADITIONS WHICH REPORT THEM 

[T]: There is a difference in the form of words of the Tradition 
concerning this from the Messenger of God. 

^»Ibn Mas'ud: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘The first Book came down from one 
gate according to one harf but the Qur’an came down from 
seven gates according to seven harfs: prohibiting and comman- 
ding, lawful and unlawful, clear and ambiguous, 41 and parables. 

So allow what it makes lawful, proscribe what it makes unlawful, 
do what it commands you to do, forbid what it prohibits, be 
warned by its parables, act on its clear '’passages 1 , trust in its 
ambiguous ’passages 1 . ’ And they said: ‘We believe in it; it is all 
from our Lord.’ [67] 

=>Abu Qilaba: 

It has reached me that the Prophet said: ‘The Qur’an was sent 
down according to seven harfs: command and prohibition, 
encouragement of good and discouragement of evil, dialectic, 
narrative, and parable.’ [68] 42 

§ Tabari also quotes [3 1] above. 

=>Ibn Mas’ud: 

God sent down the Qur’an according to five harfs: lawful and 
unlawful, clear and ambiguous, and parables. So allow what it 
makes lawful, proscribe what it makes unlawful, act on the clear 
'passages 1 , trust in the ambiguous ’’passages 1 , and be warned by the 
parables. [70] 

All these Traditions which we have quoted from the Messenger of 
God are dose to each other in meaning, because it is the same whether 
someone says that so-and-so is standing at the gate of, 

°r in front of ( ala wajh ), or at the edge of if ala harf ), The equivalence 

something. Have you not seen that God described a of '***': ‘ as P ect ’’ 

r 1 l . and gate in 

group ot people who worshipped Him according to these Traditions 

one of the aspects (wajh) of worship, and stated that 

they worshipped Him according to a harf saying «And among men 
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there is he who worships God on the edge ( * ala harj ) » (22: 1 1), meaning 
that they worshipped Him according to the aspect of doubt, not with 
certainty and submission to His command ? 43 

Similarly, there is harmony between the meanings of the narrations 
of those who narrated from the Prophet that he said that the Qur’an 
was sent down from seven gates and that it was sent down according to 
seven harjs, and there is no difference in the interpretation r of the two 
passages 1 in this respect. The meaning of all of them is that r the 
Prophet 1 told of the excellence and liberality of that which r God 1 had 
conferred on him and his community in His Revelation, and which He 
had bestowed on no one •else 1 . 

That is to say, each scripture which preceded our Book was sent 
down to one of God’s prophets, may God bless them and grant them 
peace, in only a single tongue, and when it was changed into a tongue 
other than that in which it was sent down, this was an interpretation 
( tarjama ) and a commentary ( tajsir ) of it, not a recitation according to 
what God had sent down. But our scripture was sent down in seven 
tongues, r and n in whichever of these seven tongues a reciter recited it, it 
was a recitation of it according to what God had sent down, not an 
interpretation or a commentary, unless he changed it into a tongue 
other than these seven. Then, if its meaning were correct, the person 
who did this would be interpreting it, in the same way if someone were 
to recite one of the scriptures which God had sent down in a single 
tongue in a tongue other than that in which it had been sent down, he 
would be interpreting it, not reciting it as it was sent down. This is the 
meaning of the Prophet saying r in [ 6 ij above 1 that the first scripture 
came down according to a single harj, while the Qur’an came down 
according to seven. 

As for the meaning of his words ‘The first Book came down from 
one gate according to one harj \ but the Qur’an came down from seven 
gates according to seven harjs ', 44 by the first Book coming down 
from one gate he meant the Books of God which came down to His 
prophets to whom they were sent down, in which there were no divine 
ordinances and judgements, or r pronouncements about 1 what was 
lawful and what was unlawful, such as the Psalms of David, which are 
invocations and exhortations, and the Evangel of Jesus, which is 
glorification, praise, and encouragement to pardon and be charitable, 
but no legal ordinances and judgements besides this, and scriptures like 
these which came down with one of the seven meanings, all of which 
are contained in our Book which God conferred on our prophet, 


INTRODUCTION 

Muhammad, and his community. There was no way in which those 
who devoted themselves to practising r what these scriptures taught 1 
could find God’s approval and attain the Garden except through the 
single aspect with which their Book was sent down, and this was the 
single gate of the Garden from which that Book was sent down. 

God singled out our prophet, Muhammad, and his community by 
sending down His Book to them according to seven of the aspects by 
which, if they put them into practice, they will gain God’s approval 
and reach success in the Garden. Each of the seven aspects is one of the 
gates of the Garden from which the Qur’an came down, for he who 
acts according to each of the seven aspects acts at one of the gates of the 
Garden, and thereby seeks success in it. Acting according to what God 
commands in His Book is one of the gates of the Garden; abstaining 
from what God forbids in it is a second gate; taking as lawful what God 
makes lawful in it is a third gate; taking as unlawful what God makes 
unlawful in it is a fourth gate; faith in what is clear in it is a fifth gate; 
submitting to what is ambiguous in it — knowledge of which God has 
taken for Himself and has concealed from His creatures — and avowing 
that all this is from one’s Lord is a sixth gate; and taking heed from its 
parables, and acceding to its admonitions, is a seventh gate. God has 
made everything in the Qur’an — the seven harjs and the seven gates 
from which it came down — a guide for His servants towards His 
pleasure, that which will lead them to the Garden. This is the meaning 
of r the Prophet 1 ^ words ‘The Qur’an came down from seven gates of 
the Garden.’ 

As for r the Prophef’s words concerning the Qur’an, ‘each of the 
harjs has a border ’, 45 it means that each of the seven aspects has a 
border which God has marked off and which no one may overstep. 
And r as for 1 his words ‘Each of the harjs has an outward aspect ( zahr ) 
and an inward aspect ( batn )’, 46 its outward aspect is the 
ostensive r meaning of 1 the recitation, and its inward aspect Comments on 
is its interpretation, which is concealed. And rby 1 his * TraditSn 
words ‘and each border . . . has a lookout’ he means that 
for each of the borders which God marked off in r the Qur’an 1 — of the 
lawful and the unlawful, and its other legal injunctions — there is a 
measure of God’s reward and punishment which surveys it in the 
Hereafter, and inspects it ... at the Resurrection. . . . 



32 


INTRODUCTION 


CONCERNING THE ASPECTS THROUGH WHICH 
KNOWLEDGE OF THE INTERPRETATION OF THE QUR’AN 
IS ATTAINED 


God, exalted is His mention, and hallowed are His Names, said to 
His prophet, Muhammad: «We have sent down to you the Remem- 
brance ( al-dhikr ) 47 that you may make clear to mankind what was sent 
down to them; and so haply they will reflect* (16: 44). He also said: 
« And We have not sent down upon you the Book except that you may 
make clear to them that whereon they were at variance, and as a 
guidance and as a mercy to a people who believe » (16: 64); and: « It is He 
who sent down upon you the Book, wherein are verses clear 
( muhkamdt ) that are the Essence of the Book (umm al-kitab ), and others 
ambiguous ( mutashabihdt ). As for those in whose hearts is swerving, 
they follow the ambiguous part, desiring dissension and desiring its 
interpretation; and none knows its interpretation, save only God. And 
those firmly rooted in knowledge say: ‘We believe in it; all is from our 
Lord’; yet none remembers, but men possessed of minds* (3:7). 

r From this, three things" 1 . . . become clear. 

•Tirst, 1 knowledge of the interpretation of some of the Qur’an . . . 
can be attained only through the explanation given by the Messenger. 
This is the interpretation of whatever contains: Various’ 1 modes of His 
command — that which is obligatory, that which is recommended, and 
that which is given for guidance; 48 •’different' 1 kinds of His inter- 
diction; duties r of observing and implementing 1 His rights and 
prescribed punishments ( huqiiq wa-hudud), 49 amounts of sums He has 
fixed in inheritance; the extent of legal obligations 
interpretation between His creatures; and similar legal rulings r which 
explanation come 1 in the verses, and about which no knowledge can 
of the Prophet be grasped except through the explanation given by the 
Messenger of God to his community. This is an aspect 
concerning which no one may give an opinion except by means of the 
explanation of its interpretation r given by 1 the Messenger of God, 
either through a text (nass) to do with it from him, or through an 
indication ( daldla ) which he has given, pointing his community to its 
•correct" 1 interpretation. 

r Secondly 1 the interpretation of r some other aspects 1 is known only 
to God, the One, the Omnipotent. This is whatever contains 
information about future dates and times, such as the time when the 
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Hour of the Resurrection will begin, when the last trump will be 
sounded, when Jesus, the son of Mary, will come down, and so on. No 
one knows the fixed dates for these events, nor does 
anyone know how to interpret them except through the interpretation 
information r God gives 1 of their portents. For God alone, known only 
and none of His creatures, possesses knowledge of them. to God 
Concerning this our Lord sent down a clear part of His 
Book, saying: «They will question you concerning the Hour, when it 
shall berth. Say: ‘The knowledge of it is only with my Lord; none shall 
reveal it at its proper time, but He. Heavy is it in the heavens and the 
earth; it will not come on you but suddenly!’ They will question you, as 
though you are well informed of it. Say: ‘The knowledge of it is only 
with God, but most men know not.’* (7: 187) And when our Prophet 
mentioned anything to do with this subject, he would only indicate it 
by its portents without defining its time, as has been reported, inter 
alia, of him when he spoke about the Dajjal 50 to his Companions: 

If he emerges while I am still among you, then I am the one who 
will bring proof against him; but if he emerges after r I have gone 1 , 
then God will take my place over you. 

This shows that he had no knowledge of the times of any of these 
things in terms of years and days, and that God, exalted is His praise, 
only informed him of their advent together with their portents, and 
only announced their time by pointing indirectly towards them. 

r Thirdly 1 everyone who knows the language in which the Qur’an 
was sent down knows the interpretation of r some of its aspects 1 . They 
can establish its desinential inflexions (i'rdb), 51 they know the things 
referred to by essential and unambiguous names in it, and the things 
qualified by specific attributes; none of them is ignorant of 
these things. An example is someone who hears the interpretation 
recitation of: «When it is said to them: ‘Do not work by f p f rts j n 
corruption in the land , they say: ‘We are only ones that language 
put things right.’ Truly they are the workers of corrup- 
tion, but they are not aware* (2: 11 and 12); he knows that the meaning 
of ‘working corruption’ is ‘rdoing 1 that which is harmful which must 
be refrained from , and that the meaning of ‘putting things right’ is 
doing 1 those beneficial things which must be done’, even if he remains 
ignorant of which particular things God has fixed as corruptions, and 
which He has fixed as right •"actions 1 .... •"Such a person, however, 
does not know 1 which rulings in it are obligatory, or their attributes 
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and the conditions for them, fall of"* which God has given knowledge 
of only to His Prophet, and which can only be understood through his 
explanation; nor r does he know 1 what only God, and none of His 
creatures, knows. 

^Ibn 'Abbas: 

There are four aspects to exegesis: an aspect which the Arabs know 
through their language, an exegesis which no one may be excused 
from not knowing, an exegesis which the learned know, and an 
exegesis known only to God, exalted is His mention. [71] 

The meaning of this fourth aspect which Ibn 'Abbas mentioned, 
which no one can be excused from not knowing, is different from 
explanation on the basis of the aspects of the topics of r the Qur’an’s 1 
interpretation; it is merely a statement that there is part of its 
interpretation which no one can be excused from not knowing. In 
another report, about whose chain of transmitters there are some 
reservations, the Messenger said . . .: 

The Qur’an was revealed according to four aspects ( harf ): the licit 
and the illicit, which no one may be excused from not knowing; 
the exegesis which the Arabs can expound; the exegesis which the 
learned can expound; and the ambiguous faspect 1 known only to 
God, exalted is His mention. Whoever claims knowledge of r this 
last aspect 1 , apart from God, is a liar. [72] 52 

A QUOTATION OF SOME TRADITIONS 
WHICH HAVE BEEN NARRATED CONCERNING THE INTERDICTION 
ON INTERPRETING THE QUR’AN 
BY MEANS OF PERSONAL OPINION (rA’y ) 53 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Prophet said: ‘Whoever speaks concerning the Qur’an 
according to his personal opinion’ — r or, in another report [75]: 
‘without knowledge’ 1 — ‘let him take his seat in the Fire.’ [73] 

(••) 

=>Abu Bakr al-$idd!q: 

What earth shall bear me, what heaven shelter me, if I speak what 
I know not — r or, in another report [79]: according to my personal 
opinion 1 — concerning the Qur’an! [78] 


These reports bear witness to what we have said, that it is not 
permitted for anyone to interpret according to his own personal 
opinion those verses of the Qur’an whose interpretation can only be 
known through a text '"reporting 1 the explanation of God’s Messenger, 
or through an indication towards it which he has given. Moreover, 
whoever propounds his personal opinion on this will be at fault in what 
he does, even if he thereby attains the truth, for the very reason of 
having spoken in this way. For his conclusion will not be that of 
someone who is sure that he is right, only that of someone who guesses 
and follows his own surmise; and whoever speaks about God’s religion 
according to his own surmise speaks concerning God what he does not 
know. God, exalted is His praise, forbade His servants to do this when 
He said in His Book: «Say: ‘My Lord has only forbidden indecencies, 
the inward and the outward, and sin, and unjust insolence, and that you 
associate with God that for which He sent down never authority, and 
that concerning God such as you know not.’» (7: 33) . . . 

=>Jundub: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘Whoever speaks according to his 
own personal opinion concerning the Qur’an, and is right, is 
r nevertheless"* at fault.’ [80] 

He means that he is at fault in what he does when he gives his own 
personal opinion about r the Qur’an 1 , even if what he says is in exact 
agreement with what is correct before God, for . . . he does not speak as 
a person who knows that what he says about it is true and correct. He 
speaks falsely about God what he does not know, committing thereby a 
sin which he was commanded not to. 

A QUOTATION OF TRADITIONS NARRATED 
TO INCITE r PEOPLE TO STRIVE 1 FOR KNOWLEDGE 
OF EXEGESIS OF THE QUR’AN, AND ABOUT 
THOSE COMPANIONS WHO USED TO GIVE EXEGESIS OF IT 

=>Ibn Mas'ud: 

When one of us had learnt ten verses, he would not go further 
until he had come to know their meaning and how to act 
according to them. [81] 

=>Abu'Abd al-Rahman r al-Sulam:P: 

Those who used to teach us to recite r the Qur’an 1 told us that they 
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would ask the Prophet to recite, and when they had learnt ten 
verses they would not go further until they had practised what 
actions r were prescribed 1 in them. So we learnt the Qur’an and its 
practice together. [82] 

=>*Abd Allah r b. Mas'ud 1 : 

By Him besides Whom there is no god! No verse of the Book of 
God was sent down without my knowing where and about what 
it had been sent down. And if I knew of a place where there was 
someone who knew more about the Book of God than I did, and 
which riding animals could reach, I would go to him. [83] 

(••) 

=>ShaqIq: 

AIT appointed Ibn Abbas to lead the hdjj. (...) He addressed the 
people r in such an excellent way 1 that if the Turks and the 
Byzantines had heard it they would have embraced Islam, Then he 
recited the sura of Light (24) to them, and commented on it. [85] 

(..) 

=>Sa'Td b. Jubayr: 

Someon* who recites the Qur’an and does not then comment on 
it is like a blind person or a bedouin. [87] 

(••) 

God urged His servants to reflect upon the exhortations and clear 
proofs in the verses of the Qur’an when He said to His Prophet: «A 
Book We have sent down to you, blessed, that men possessed of minds 
may ponder its signs and so remember » (38: 29), and when He said: 
« Indeed We have struck for the people in this Qur’an every manner of 
similitude; haply they will remember; an Arabic Qur’an, wherein there 
is no crookedness; haply they will be God-fearing » (39: 27 and 28), and 
in other verses like these . . . which show that they must acquire 
knowledge of the interpretation of those verses whose interpretation is 
not concealed from them. 

This is because it is absurd to say to someone who does not 
understand what is said to him and cannot interpret it ‘Be warned by 
what you cannot understand and by words, explanations, and speech 
you cannot comprehend’, unless it means that he must r first learn 1 to 
understand it, and then ponder on it and take warning from it. . . . It is 


the same with the admonitions, wisdom, examples, and exhortations in 
the verses of the Book of God, one cannot say: ‘Be warned by them’, 
except to someone who knows the meanings of the expressions therein, 
someone who knows the language of the Arabs. Unless 1 ”, of course, 
this 1 signifies a command to the ignorant to learn the meanings of the 
Arabic language and then ponder on r the Book 1 afterwards and be 
warned by its wisdom and different sorts of admonition. 

Since this is the case, and since God . . . exhorted His servants to heed 
His warnings, it is clear that He did not command those who are 
ignorant of what His verses indicate. And since He could not command 
them to do this unless they know what He pointed out to them, it must 
be the case that they know the interpretation of those verses whose 
understanding is not concealed from them and is not known only to 
God. . . . Since this is true, then the opinion of those who reject the 
work of exegetes of those parts of the Book of God and its revelation 
whose interpretation is not concealed from His creatures is quite 
wrong. 

A QUOTATION OF REPORTS WHICH HAVE BEEN 
MISTAKENLY INTERPRETED BY THOSE WHO REJECT 
THE VALIDITY OF INTERPRETATION OF THE QUR’AN 

objection: What do you have to say about r the following 
Traditions 1 ? 

=>'A’isha: 

The Prophet would never comment on anything from the Qur’an 
except verses with a number, which Gabriel taught him. [90, 91] 

=>'Ubaid Allah b. 'Umar: 

I became acquainted with the learned men of Medina, and they 
had no respect for talk about exegesis. Among them were Salim b. 
'Abd Allah, al-Qasim b. Muhammad, Sa'Td b. al-Musaiyab, and 
Nafi*. [92. See also =>Sa*Td b. al-Musaiyab, 93—5; =>'AbTda 
al-SalamanT, 96-7; and a Tradition =>Ibn 'Abbas, 98] 

(••) 

=>YazId b. Abl Yazld: 

We used to ask Sa'Td b. Musaiyab about what was licit and what 
was illicit, since he was the most knowledgeable person, but if we 
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asked him about the commentary of a verse of the Qur’an he 
would say nothing, as if he had not heard. [ ioo] 

=>'Amr b. Murra: 

A man asked Sa Id b. al-Musaiyab about a verse of the Qur’an, 
and he said: ‘Do not ask me about the Qur’an! Ask someone who 
claims that none of it is concealed from him.’ He meant 'Ikrima. 
[ioi] 

(••) 

reply: Traditions narrated from the Messenger of God r to the effect 1 
that the only thing he interpreted from the Qur’an were the verses with 
a number corroborate what we said in the previous section, to wit, that 
knowledge of certain parts of the interpretation of the Qur’an can only 

be had through the explanation of the Messenger of God And he 

could not have come to know r their interpretation 1 unless God had 
taught him by inspiring ( wahy ) it in him, either through Gabriel or 
whichever of His envoys He had wished r to use 1 . These were the verses 
of which the Messenger of God would give a commentary to his 
Companions according to Gabriel’s teaching, and these, no doubt, 
were verses with a number. 

There are, as we have said, some verses of the Qur’an . . . whose 
interpretation He did not make known 'even 1 to a near angel (malak 
muqarrab) or a prophet with a Message (nabi mursal ). 54 ... But r those 
verses 1 whose interpretation His servants must know have been made 
clear to them by the Prophet according to God’s explanation to him by 
inspiration through Gabriel. This is the meaning which He command- 
ed him to explain to them when He said to him: «We have sent down 
to you the Remembrance ( al-dhikr ) that you may make clear to 
mankind what was sent down to them; and so haply they will reflect® 

(16:44). 

(...) 

As for those Traditions we have quoted from the Followers we have 
quoted them from concerning their refraining from interpretation, the 
action of those of them who did this was similar to the action of those 
of them who refrained from giving legal opinions concerning events 
and occurrences because they believed that God did not cause His 
prophet to die until after He had perfected His religion for His servants, 
and because they knew that God had a judgement — in a text or 
through an indication — for every event or occurrence. They refrained 
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from giving these opinions not because they denied that God’s 
judgement for r these events 1 existed among them, but because they 
feared that by their own effort ( ijtihad ) they could not carry out the 
charge with which God had entrusted the learned among His servants. 
It was the same with the learned among the pious predecessors who 
refrained from speaking about the interpretation and exegesis of the 
Qur’an; their refraining was out of caution lest they should fail to 
accomplish the objective of speaking correctly about it with which 
they were charged, not because the interpretation of r these verses 1 was 
veiled from the men of knowledge in the community and did not exist 
among them. 

A QUOTATION OF TRADITIONS 
FROM SOME OF THE PIOUS PREDECESSORS ( AL-SALAF ) 
CONCERNING THE FIRST EXEGETES 
WHOSE KNOWLEDGE OF EXEGESIS WAS PRAISED, 

AND THOSE WHOSE KNOWLEDGE OF IT WAS CENSURED 

=>'Abd Allah b. Mas'ud: 

What an excellent interpreter ( tarjuman ) of the Qur’an is Ibn 
'Abbas! [104, 105, 106] 

=>Mujahid: 

I went through the text of the Qur’an before Ibn 'Abbas three 
times, from the beginning to the end. I stopped at each verse in it 
and asked him about it. [108. See also 107.] 

=>Sufyan al-ThaurT: 55 

If the interpretation comes to you from Mujahid, it will be 
sufficient for you. [109] 

=>'Abd al-Malik b. Maisara: 

Al-Dahhak never met Ibn 'Abbas, but he met Sa'Td b. Jubayr in 
Raiy, and learnt exegesis from him. [no] 

(..) 

^-Zakarlya’ : 

Al-Sha'bT 56 used to pass Abu Salih Badhan, and he would take 
him by his ear, twist it, and say: ‘You comment on the Qur’an, 
yet you cannot even recite it!’ [ 1 12] 
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(••) 

=>$alih b. Muslim: 

Al-Sha bl passed al-SuddT when he was commentating, and said: 

‘It would be better for you that a drum be banged on your 

backside than r that you 1 hold this session!’ [i 14; also =>MusIim b. 

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Nakha*T, 1 15J 

(••) 

We have spoken earlier in our book about the aspects of the 
interpretation of the Qur an: that the whole of it can be interpreted 
according to three aspects. There is no way of reaching one of them, 
which is r the interpretation 1 known only to God and hidden from all 

His creatures The second is r the interpretation 1 knowledge of which 

God vouchsafed specifically to His Prophet and to no one else in his 
community. . . . And the third is r the interpretation 1 known to the 
people who speak the language in which the Qur’an was sent down. 

This being the case, then the commentator most successful in 
reaching the truth, in the interpretation of r that aspect 1 of the Qur’an 
which there is a way for all servants to know, is r , firstly, 1 the one with 
the clearest proof for Tall 1 that he interprets and commentates, the one 
whose interpretation goes back to the Messenger of God alone to the 
exclusion of the rest of his community, through Traditions reliably 
attributable to him, either through an extensive transmission, 57 ... or 
otherwise through a transmission by righteous, reliable persons, ... or 
because of an indication establishing their truth; and r , secondly, 1 the 
one with the most correct demonstration for r alP that he interprets and 
explains, knowledge of which which he can attain from the language. 

. . . Finally, his interpretation and commentary should not depart from 
what the pious predecessors among the Companions and the leaders, 
and the successors among the Followers, and the men of knowledge in 
the Community, have said. 

A DISCUSSION OF THE INTERPRETATION 
OF THE NAMES OF THE QUR’AN, 

THE SURAS, AND THE VERSES 

God, exalted is His mention, gave four names to the Revelation which 
He sent down to His servant Muhammad, may God bless him and 
grant him peace. 
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THE qur’AN — THE recitation: «We will relate to you the 
fairest of narrations, in that We have revealed to you this Qur’an, while 
before that you were surely one of the heedless# (12: 3); « Surely this 
Qur’an relates to the Children of Israel most of that concerning which 
they are at variance# (27: 76). 58 

the furqan — THE discrimination: «Blessed be He who 
has sent down the Furqan upon His servant, that he may be a warner to 
the worlds# (25: 1). 

THE kitab — the book/the scripture: «Praise belongs to 
God who has sent down upon His servant the Kitab and has not 
assigned unto it any crookedness# (18: 1). 

THE dhikr — the remembrance: «It is We who have sent 
down the Dhikr, and We watch over it# (15: 9). 

[l/t] the qur’an: first opinion: According to the opinion of 
Ibn ‘Abbas, the interpretation of •‘‘Qur’an’ 1 must r be based on the 
correspondence between 1 : r qur’an = 1 qira’a = tilawa ( = reading aloud, 
recitation) 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«So, when We recite ( qara’na) it# — •'When 1 We make it 
clear — « follow its recitation (qur’an) » (75: 18) — act upon it. [1 17] 

By this he meant: When We make it clear to you by recitation, act 
upon what We have made clear to you by recitation. Our opinion 
about the interpretation of the Tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas is confirmed 
by this: 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«Ours it is to gather it, and to recite ( qur’an ) it.# — We recite to 
you, so do not forget. — «So, when We recite it# — to you — 

« follow its recitation# (75: 17 and 18)— When it is read out to you, 
follow what is in it. [1 1 8] 

(...) 

second opinion: According to Qatada’s opinion, r ‘Qur’an’ 1 
must be from: qara’a ( — to bring something together, to join one part of 
it with another) . . . . J 
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=>Qatada: 

r 75 - 17 means: Ours it is 1 to preserve it and compile (ta’ltf) it. r And 

75: 18 means: 1 Follow what it makes lawful and avoid what it 

makes unlawful. [119, 120] 

So Qatada believed that ‘Qur’an’ should be interpreted as ‘compilation 
(ta’lif)'. 

tabarI’s opinion: Both these opinions which we have related, 
Ibn Abbas’s and Qatada’s, have an aspect of truth from the point of 
view of the Arabic language, although the best of the two opinions 
concerning the interpretation of the words of God 75: 17 and 18 is that 
of Ibn ‘Abbas. For God commanded His Prophet in other verses of His 
Revelation to obey what was revealed to him, without ever 
authorizing him not to do anything which He had commanded him 
until such time as He had compiled the r whole of the 1 Qur’an for him, 
and 75: 18 is like the other verses of the Qur’an in which God 
commanded him to obey what He had inspired in him in His 
Revelation. 

If the meaning of His words «So, when We recite it, follow its 
recitation » was necessarily r to be understood as 1 ‘So, when We have 
compiled it, follow what We have compiled in it for you’, it would 
necessarily follow that r the Prophet 1 was not obliged to « Recite: In the 
name of your Lord who created » (96: 1) and to « . . . arise and warn» (76: 
2) before the rest of the Qur’an had been gathered together with r these 
injunctions 1 . That is to say, if someone believed this, it would be 
foreign to the opinion of the religious community ( ahl al-milla). And 
since the correct opinion is that the Prophet was obliged to follow and 
act on the ruling of every verse in the Qur’an whether it had been 
gathered together with the rest of them or not, what Ibn ‘Abbas said is 
the correct opinion . . . . J 

objection: How can it be called a qur’an, meaning a ‘recitation’, 
when it is in fact the thing recited? 

reply: r This is permissible on account of a linguistic rule allowing 
the use of the verbal noun in place of the passive noun, 1 just as ‘writing 
(kitaby can be used for something written ( maktub).% 59 

[l/t] the furqan: As for the interpretation of the name ‘Furqan’, 
although the expressions used by the experts in its exegesis differ, their 
meanings harmonize. 


=>Jabir r b. Ziyad 1 : 

Tkrima used to say: ‘It is the same as “salvation (najaty'.' [121; also 

=>A 1 -Suddl, 122.] 

§ Tabari says that this was the opinion of several early authorities. 

=> Ibn 'Abbas: 

r It means 1 a ‘way out ( makhraj)* . [123; also =>Mujahid, 124] 

=>Mujahid: 

«The day of the furqan » (8: 41): The day when God separates 

( faraqa ) truth from falsehood. [125] 

All these interpretations . . . with their different wordings, harmonize 
in meaning. That is to say, whoever is given a way out from something 
he is caught up in, is given the way out as a salvation. Similarly, when 
he is saved from it, he is given a victory over whoever seeks r to do 1 evil 
to him in that situation, and a separation is effected between him and 
the one desiring evil for him. . . . 

Our opinion about the origin of furqan is that it is a separation 
between two things, a disjunction between them. This can be ■"effected 1 
by a judgement, a deliverance, the manifestation of a proof, or a 
victory, as well as by any other means. This clearly shows that the 
Qur’an is called the ‘Furqan’ because it separates the one who is right 
from the one who is wrong by its proofs, its evidence, its delimitation 
of religious obligations, and by its other meanings which judge 
between who is right and who is wrong. . . . 

the kitab: As for the interpretation of its name ‘Kitab’, it is the 
verbal noun r meaning ‘writing’ 1 from r the I st form verb 1 kataba. ... It 
■"means 1 the trace left by the writer of the letters of the alphabet. . . . 
And it is called the Kitab ( = writing) although it is in fact the maktub 
(= what is written) r for the reason already given 1 J. 

[l] the dhikr: As for the interpretation of its name ‘Dhikr’, there 
are two possible meanings. One is that it is a reminder from God by 
which He reminds His servants, and in which He informs them of His 
restrictions and impositions, as well as the other judgements He lays 
down. The other rmeaning 1 is that it is a citation, an ennoblement, and 
an honour, for whoever has faith in it and believes what is in it, as He 
has said: « Surely it is a dhikr for you and for your people » (43: 44), 
meaning by this that it is an ennoblement for him and his people. 
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Now the suras of the Qur’an have names by which the Messenger of 
God called them. 

=>Wathila b. al-Asqa‘: 

The Prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace, said: ‘I was 
given the “seven long” r suras n in place of the Torah, and I was 
given the “hundreds ( al-mi’un )” in place of the Psalms, and I was 
given the “duplicated (al-mathani)" in place of the Gospels, and I 
was preferred r by being given 1 the “sectioned (al-mufassal )" .’ 
[126; see also =>Wathila b. al-Asqa', 129] 

§ Other versions of this Tradition are given [=^Abu Qilaba, 127; =>Musaiyab, 
128], in which the significations of ‘the hundreds’ and ‘the duplicated’ are 
interchanged. 

the ‘seven long’ r suRAS 1 : According to SaTd b. Jubair [130; 
see also =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 13 1], these are: the Cow (2), the House of ‘Imran 
(3), Women (4), the Table (5), Cattle (6), the Battlements (7), and 
Jonah (10). . . . These suras are called the ‘seven long’ ^uras 1 because 
they are longer than the other suras of the Qur’an. 

the ‘hundreds (al-mi’un)' : These are the suras of the Qur’an 
whose verses number one hundred, more or less. 

[t] the ‘duplicated (al-mathani)’: They are the ones 
which duplicate the ‘hundreds’ and follow them. . . . According to Ibn 
‘Abbas [132], they were so called because God repeated the similitudes, 
statements, and warnings in them. And SaTd b. Jubair is reported to 
have said [133] that they were so called because the divine precepts and 
punishments were duplicated in them. A very numerous group said 
that the whole Qur’an is duplicated, while another group believed that 
‘the duplicated’ signified the Fatiha (1) because its recitation is said 
twice in every prescribed prayer. We shall mention the names of those 
who held this opinion together with their reasons, and give the correct 
opinion concerning what they differed about in this, when, God 
willing, we reach the interpretation of «We have given you seven of 
al-mathani » (15: 87)4 

THE ‘sectioned (al-mvfas$al)' : It r is the final part of the 
Qur’an, and 1 is so called because because of the many suras into which 
it is sectioned by the hasmala. 
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[l] sura: . . . r It can be read in two ways. One way is 1 sura, 
Signifying 1 ‘one of the degrees of height’, hence the sur of a town, 
meaning the wall which encircles it, because of its elevation over what 
it surrounds. . . .| 

(...) 

Some read the word sura, and the interpretation of this, in the 
dialect of those who so read it, is: The part which is left in the Qur’an 
over the rest of it, and which is retained. That is, the su’r of everything 
is what remains of it, left behind, after something has been taken away 
from it | 

★ ★ ★ 

[l] the ay A s: As for r the word 1 ay a ( = verse, lit., sign), it has two 
possible meanings. First, it is called aya because it is a sign by which the 
completion of what is before it and its beginning may be known, just 
like the sign which indicates the thing it points to . . .J , as in His words: 
« O our Lord, send down upon us a table out of the heavens, that shall 
be for us a festival, the first and the last of us, and a sign from You» (5: 
1 14). Alternatively, r it means 1 a ‘narrative’ (qissa ) 4 ■ • • 

A DISCUSSION OF THE INTERPRETATION OF THE NAMES 
OF THE FATIHA ( = THE OPENING) OF THE BOOK 

There is a sound report from the Messenger of God, may God bless him 
and grant him peace, to the effect that: 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘It is umm al-qur’an, fdtihat al-kitab 
( = the ‘Opening of the Book’), and al- sab' al-mathani.' [134] 

These are the names of the Opening of the Book. 

fatih at al-kitab: It has been given the name fstihat al-kitab 
because copies of the Qur’an open with its text, and the prescribed 
prayers are recited with it, and in both writing and reciting it opens 
suras of the Qur’an which are recited. 

umm al-kitab: It is called umm al-kitab because it precedes the 
other suras of the Qur’an, and they come after it, both in recitation and 
in writing. In this sense r umm al-kitab 1 is similar to fdtihat al-kitab. It is 
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called umm al-kitab because the Arabs call umm anything which gathers 
something together, anything which stands out in front, when it has 
subordinates behind it for which it is a leader (imam, from the same root 
as umm) gathering them together. Thus the cerebral membrane is called 
umm al-ra s (ra s = head), and a military standard or banner beneath which 
the troops assemble is called an umm. . . . Similarly, Mecca is called umm 
al-qurd ( = mother of towns), because it stands out above all the towns, 
and is a focus for them all. It is also said to be called that because the 
earth spread out from there, and it became the umm for the whole 

earth 4 

[r] al-sab' al-ma than!: As for its name al-sab‘ ( = seven), it is 
because there are seven verses, about which there is no disagreement 
among all the reciters and scholars. They differ, however, as to which 
verses make up the seven. The great majority of the Kufans say fthat 1 
the seven verses begin with the basmala r and that the seventh verse 
begins: « the path of those . . . »"*, and this has been reported by one group 
Companions of the Messenger of God and Followers. Others say 
that 1 it is seven verses among which the basmala is not counted, and the 
seventh r begins: «not of those . This is the opinion of the great 

majority of the Medinese reciters and experts. 

And as for the Prophet describing its seven verses as mathani , it is 
because they are repeated in every voluntary and prescribed prayer, 
which is how al-Hasan al-BasrT interpreted it. 

=>Abu Raja’: 

I asked al-Hasan about His words: have given you seven of 

al-matham, and the mighty Qur’an* (15: 87). He said: ‘This is the 
Opening of the Book.’ Then he was asked about it while I was 
listening, and he recited it r , beginning 1 : « Praise belongs to God, 
the Lord of all Being*, until he reached the end of it. Then he said: 

‘It is repeated in every recitation’ — or ‘in every prayer’ — Abu 
Ja'far al-Tabari was not sure. [135] 

(-)t 

A DISCUSSION OF THE INTERPRETATION OF 
THE ISTI’ADHA FORMULA 60 

The istiadha is the appeal for protection: audhu bi-’llahi mina ’l-shaitam 
’l-rajtm ( = 1 seek refuge with God from Satan, the stoned). 


% I seek protection from God, and no one else among His creatures, 
from Satan, lest he harm me in my religion or turn me away from a 
right which is incumbent on me to my Lord. 

al-shaitan: Shaitan 61 in the speech of the Arabs is every rebel 
among the jinn, mankind, beasts, and everything. Thus has our Lord 
said: «So We have appointed to every Prophet an enemy — satans of 
men and jinn* (6: 112). 

(••) 

The rebel among every kind of thing is called a shaitan, because its 
behaviour and actions differ from those of the rest of its kind, and it is 
far from the good. It is said that the word is derived from r the use of the 
I st form verb shatana in 1 the expression shatanat dar-i min dari-k ( = My 
home is far from yours) .J 

rajim : Someone who is rajim ( = stoned) ... is cursed and reviled. 
Everyone who is reviled by evil words or insults has r , as it were, 1 stones 
flung at him. The origin of rajm is ‘flinging’, either verbally or 
physically. An example of verbal stoning is given r in 1 what Abraham’s 
father said to him: « Surely if you do not give over, I shall stone you 
(arjumanna-ka ) » (19: 46). It is also possible that Satan is called the 
‘stoned’ because God banished him from His heaven and stoned him 
with piercing shooting stars. 62 

=>'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas: 

When first Gabriel was sent down to Muhammad, he said: ‘O 
Muhammad, seek protection; say: “I seek protection from Satan, 
the stoned, in the All-hearing, the All-knowing.’” Then he said: 
‘Say: “In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate.’” 
Then he said: ‘« Recite: In the name of your Lord who created* 
(96: 1).’ (...) This was the first sura which God sent down to 
Muhammad. [137] 

And r GabrieP commanded him to seek protection with God and not 
with His creatures. 

1 The text of TabarT s Commentary would have been written down by one of his students 
from his dictation and subsequently read back to him so that he could certify its accuracy. Many 
Islamic texts were, and still are, compiled in this way, especially where the transmission of 
Traditions is concerned. 

2 See 6 : ioi and 102. 
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3 Rasul, pi. rusul, men whom God has sent with a divine Message ( risala ). See also n. 54 
below. 

4 The ‘divine speech’ and the ‘intimate communication’ refer to Moses (see 4: 164). The help 
of the Holy Spirit refers to Jesus (see 2: 87 and 253, and j: 1 10); so also do the raising of the dead 
and the curing of the infirm and the blind (see 3: 49, and 5: 1 10). 

5 The Arabic word din is usually, and conveniently, translated as ‘religion’, but it should be 
borne in mind that it does not exactly correspond to this term. Whereas the etymology of 
‘religion’ goes back to the Latin religare the idea of something ‘binding’ man to God, din denotes 
the obligations which God has imposed on mankind, for it is derived by Arabic philologists from 
the root d-y-n, from which the verb dana ( = to submit) and the noun dain ( = debt, obligation) are 
also derived. See Exeg. 1: 3, p. 67-8. 

6 See 15: 9. 

7 See 2: 23, 10:38, 11: 13, and, above all, 17: 88. 

8 See 3: 1 12. 

9 See 3: 7. 

Tabari here concisely states the principles on which his Commentary is based. ‘Schools of 
thought is possibly too strong a translation of madhhab, for, in most places, Tabari is merely 
giving differences of opinion between Companions, Followers, and those who transmitted from 
them. In the following paragraph, Tabari states the priority of linguistic considerations in his 
Commentary. For more on his method, see Intro., pp. 3 2-4, and Trans. Intro., pp. xii-xiv and xix-xxi. 

Bayan is a term in Arabic rhetoric which originally approximated to the term balagha 
( = eloquence). It denotes lucidity, and the means, or faculty, by which clarity of expression is 
achieved. It was explained as being ‘the interpreter of knowledge’ or ‘of the heart’, the idea to be 
expressed being first of all concealed, and it being bayan which threw light on it and made it 
acceptable to the mind, dispelling ambiguity and making reflection on the idea unnecessary. As 
such it was an ideal which the rhetorician strove to reach in his art. It later became a technical term 
in the science of rhetoric ( ilm al-baldgha) for that part of it which concerned itself with the study 
of comparison, metaphor, and metonymy. 

12 The soothsayer (kahin, see 52: 29 and 69: 42) was a kind of spirit medium in pre-Islamic 
times, who was consulted on matters concerning the future as well as for the resolution of 
problems concerning the past. His oracular pronouncements were often expressed in rhythmic, 
rhymed, or assonant, prose (saj ), which is distinct from poetry and ordinary prose. It later became 
a literary style, of which the opening paragraphs of Tabari’s Introduction are an example. 

13 For these and other names of the Qur’an, see Intro., pp. 40-43. 

This is a reference to Musailama, a ‘prophet’ who arose among the Banu Harnfa in 
al-Yamama, in eastern Arabia, during Muhammad’s lifetime. He may have met Muhammad 
shortly before the latter’s death. It seems that Musailama preached in the name of al-Rahman, and 
even called himself by this name, and his ‘prophetic’ utterances were expressed in the rhymed 
prose of the soothsayers (see above, n. 12). After Muhammad died, he laid claim to being his 
successor, and was supported by all the Banu Hanifa. Abu Bakr eventually dispatched Khalid b. 
al-WalTd at the head of an army to meet them, and, at 'Aqraba’ in al-Yamama in 12/633, 
Musailama was defeated in a battle in the course of which many Muslims lost their lives, among 
them, according to the Tradition from Zaid b. Thabit quoted by Tabari (see Intro., pp. 24—7), 
many who had memorized the Qur’an. 

At this point in the text, where Tabari quotes his first Traditions, he inserts the remark: 
‘wherever in this book we say “he has reported to us”, it really has been reported to us’, in order to 
make clear that the Traditions he cites have been passed on to him following the correct method, 
and that he himself is the first link in the chain of transmission (isndd). See Trans. Intro., pp. ix-x. 

16 For biographies of the more important source figures in Tabari’s Traditions, see Trans. 
Intro., pp. xiv-xix. 

17 All the words except one which Tabari quotes are to be found in the Qur’an — dirham (only 
in its pi., darahim), 19: 20; dinar, 3: 75; qalam, 68: 1 and 96: 4; qirtas, 6: 7. Various etymologies have 
been suggested by both Islamic lexicologists and modem Western scholars for these, and similar, 
Qur anic words, e.g., that dinar comes from the Greek Sr/vapiov, itself from the Latin denarius, and 
that qalam is from the Greek naXapos, but in most cases these words are now thought to have 
reached Arabic via another of the Semitic languages or Pahlavi. When Tabari says that these are 
Persian words, however, he is referring to the Persian current in his own time, and not to any 


ancient language. Al-Suyup says in his Itqdn ([1967], pt. II, pp. 106-8) that most exegetical 
authorities were, like Tabari, against the notion of the existence of foreign words in the Qur’an, 
either reasoning along the same lines as Tabari, or believing, against Tabari, that it was other 
languages that had borrowed from Arabic, which, since it had been chosen as the vehicle for the 
final Revelation, must be the most complete and perfect language. The fact that Tabari is here 
refuting the argument that these words were originally non-Arabic shows that such a view was 
current in his time. However, his aim is to show that such an opinion is not to be attributed to the 
authorities he has quoted, being only a mistaken interpretation of what they had said. Al-Suyup 
prefers the opinion, included by Tabari in the following paragraph and refuted by him further on 
(p. 1 1), that there are indeed foreign words in the Qur’an, but that since they were adopted and 
fully assimilated by the Arabs they are truly Arabic. His list of such words contains borrowings 
from Ethiopic, Persian, Greek, Indian, Syriac, Hebrew, Nabataean, Coptic, Turkish, Negro, and 
Berber. For a further discussion of these points, see the introduction to: A. Jeffrey (1938), and the 
art. ‘Kur’an’ by A.T. Welch in E.I. 11 , IV, esp. pp. 419-20. 

18 When Tabari is faced with two possible interpretations of a statement, he first has recourse 
to an authenticated Tradition from the Prophet (see below, nn. 42 and 57). When there is no such 
Tradition, the two interpretations become hypotheses of equal value, and it remains for him to 
ascertain which of them accommodates all the evidence. In this case certain interpreters said that 
some Qur’anic expressions occurred in non-Arabic languages, while the Qur’an says of itself that 

i it is Arabic, so the preferred interpretation is that these expressions belong to more than one lan- 

guage. There is, he says, no internal contradiction in this opinion, which is therefore valid. 

19 See 43: 3- 

20 See 16: 103. 

21 For harf in relation to the text of the Qur’an, see Trans. Intro., pp. xxii-xxiv. 

i 22 For an interpretation of this Tradition, see Intro., p. 3 1. 

23 See 2: 85; for Tabari’s comments see Intro., p. 22. 

24 The Jahiliya (“lit., state, or time, of ignorance): in Islamic terminology this word refers to 

1 the pre-Islamic period. 

25 See 10: 57. For Tabari’s interpretation of the juxtaposition of the seven harfs and the seven 
gates of the Garden, see Intro., p. 29-31. 

26 See above, n. 2 1 . 

27 Tb e Promise and the Threat ( al-wa'd wa-’l-wa’id) is the general heading for the discussion of 
the subject of the reward and punishment which God has determined for His creatures. It includes 
such matters as the duration of the punishment in hell-fire, God’s forgiveness, and human 
repentance. Here, Tabari is referring to the passages in the Qur’an which deal with the rewards 
and punishments which await the believers, the unbelievers, the doers of certain prescribed and 
proscribed acts, and so forth. 

28 For remarks on the redaction ot the ‘Uthmanic codex ( mushaf ) and on the history of the 

1 text of the Qur’an in general, see Trans. Intro., pp. xxi-xxiv. 

29 See Intro., p. 21, [47J. 

30 See j: 89. 

31 For al-Yamama, see above, n. 14. 

32 See Trans. Intro., p. xxviii. 

Hudhaifa b. al-Yaman is traditionally known as a secret Companion of the Prophet among 
the hypocrites. During the caliphates of Umar and ‘Uthman he held administrative posts in Iraq 
and led razzias into lands to the east and to the north. 

34 ‘Recitation’ here refers to the codex of Ubaiy b. Ka’b, and in the next sentence to that of 
Ibn Mas’ud. See Trans. Intro., p. xxii. 

35 The Muhajirun, the ‘Emigrants’, were those Muslims who emigrated from Mecca and 
elsewhere to Medina after the Prophet’s migration ( hijra ) there in 622 (this marks the beginning of 
the Islamic calendar). The An$ar, the ‘Helpers’, were those Medinese who supported the newly 
arrived Prophet and his Meccan followers. 

36 No sura has less than three verses. 

37 V y 2S P resumab ly washed in order to efface what was written on it, so that only the 
official Uthmanic codex might survive. This was a common way of erasing writing on 
parchment or paper. 

The Hawazin is one of the largest tribes of North Arabia. Tabari glosses their ‘hind’ clans as 
Sa*d b. Bakr, Jusham b. Bakr, Najr b. Mu’awiya (b. Bakr), and Thaqif. Quraish, to which 



Muhammad belonged, had been the dominant tribe in Mecca for something like a century before 
his birth. They were said to have controlled most of the trade in the region stretching from Yemen 
in the south to Syria in the north from the 6th century onwards. Muhammad’s difficulties in 
Mecca, which forced him to emigrate to Medina, were in large part due to conflict with Quraish. 
Khuza* a also inhabited Mecca, and had been the most powerful tribe there before the ascendency 
of Quraish. They are attributed with a generally favourable attitude towards the Prophet. 

39 Chains of transmission originating with Ibn 'Abbas and including Abu Salih and al-Kalbl 
are generally thought to be unreliable. Tabari quotes another Tradition [66], from the Companion 
Abu ’ 1 -Aswad al-Du’alT via Qatada, but again he does not regard this as reliable; as the editors of 
the Arabic text point out, al-Du’alT died in ah 69 when Qatada was only eight years old. 

40 See Intro., pp. 18-19, 131], and p. 21, [47]. 

41 See 3: 7. 

42 Tabari points out that this Tradition is mursal, i.e., it is narrated from a Follower about the 
Prophet but the Companion from whom he narrated it is unknown. This kind of chain of 
transmission renders the Tradition, according to most authorities, inadmissible as proof. 

43 In this passage, Tabari shifts between more concrete meanings of half ( = cutting edge, 
brink, border) and wajh (=surface, facade, front), and their more abstract meanings. 

44 See Intro., p. 29, [67], and also pp. 18-19, [31]. 

45 See Intro., p. 16, [10 and 1 1]. 

46 Ibid. 

47 See Intro., pp. 42-4. 

48 The jurists divide all human actions into five categories: obligatory, recommended, 
indifferent (i.e, the Law is indifferent as to the performance or non-performance of these actions), 
discouraged, forbidden. The first three of these correspond to Tabari’s modes of divine 
command. The other two are varieties of interdiction. 

49 Certain punishments (the death penalty, amputation of the hand, flogging, etc.) are laid 
down in the Qur’an (for unlawful intercourse, theft, etc.), and these are known as hudud (sing., 
hadd)-, they are rights (huquq, sing., haqq) of God and cannot be altered or modified as long as all 
the legal conditions, which are mostly understood through explanations given in Traditions from 
the Prophet, are met. They contrast with punishments which are given at the discretion of the 
judge in cases where the legal conditions for the relevant crimes have not been fully met, or where 
the punishment for the crime is not a right of God. 

*° ‘Dajjal’ is the name of the figure who, according to Islamic tradition, will appear before the 
end of time to spread corruption and tyrannically rule the world. Various signs of his coming, and 
descriptions of him and events associated with him, have been given in Traditions in the major 
collections, and it is narrated that he will be defeated and killed by Christ after his second coming, 
or by the promised MahdI. 

51 The desinential inflexion (i'rab), the vowelling of the final consonant, does not usually 
appear in the writing of Arabic. The ability to establish it correctly thus implies a certain degree of 
competence in the language. 

52 This Tradition is unreliable since it comes from Ibn ‘Abbas via Abu $ali]i and al-Kalbl. 

53 The derivation of an interpretation by personal opinion (ro’y) which is discussed in this 
section must be understood in comparison with the other avenues to knowledge of the Qur’an 
which Tabari has just mentioned. The criterion for valid means to knowledge of the Qur’an, as 
explained here by Tabari, is whether it produces certainty or not, and in this sense authenticated 
Traditions from the Prophet, for example, lead to true knowledge. Another source of certain 
knowledge for Tabari is the consensus of the experts in the relevant subject (recitation. Traditions, 
language), or of the Community as a whole, for these cannot be controverted. Beside these, 
personal opinion is considered a feeble tool, producing merely supposition instead of certainty. 

54 One class of angels in the Muslim tradition is called muqarrah (= brought near), meaning that 
they have been shown honour and brought near to God. As for nabt mursal, the Qur’an refers to 
certain individuals, such as Muhammad, Moses, and Jesus, as Messengers (rasiil, see n. 3 above), 
but it also refers to them, and to others, as prophets ( nabt ). There was a certain amount of 
disagreement as to whether there was any difference between nabh and rasiil s, but the general view 
is that while every rasiil was a nabt, the opposite was not the case: the rasiil was a nabt who was sent 
with a Message, or with a Law. In order to make this distinction, a prophet who was sent with a 
Message was called nabt mursal ( = rasiil). 


55 Abu ‘Abd Allah Sufyan b. Sa'Td (Sa*d) b. Masruq al-Thauri (97/71 j-6-161/778). A great 
Kufan Traditionist who is revered as a man of legendary piety, for which he was much persecuted 
by the authorities of his time. He is said to have been the author of a Tafsir. 

56 Abu 'Amr b. SharahU b. 'Amr al-Sha‘bT (?i9/640-i 10/728). A famous Kufan Follower who 
is said to have heard Traditions from over 500 Companions. 

37 One of the methods used by Islamic scholars to determine the reliability of Traditions is to 
classify them on the basis of the number of persons who originally transmitted them (from, e.g., 
the Prophet). The most reliable, from this point of view, is the mutawatir Tradition, which is one 
that has been narrated by so many trustworthy authorities that there could not possibly be any 
question of its having been fabricated by collusion. It would seem that Tabari is here using naql 
mustafid (= extensive transmission) in this sense, although this latter term is sometimes also used for 
Traditions which are mashhiir, i.e., transmitted by more than two authorities, but not necessarily 
sound ( sahih ). 

58 The word qur’an is used both as a proper noun, as it is in the verses Tabari quotes here, and 
also in the sense of a ‘recitation’ or ‘reading’, e.g., in 17: 78 and 75: 16-18 (quoted in [ 1 17, 1 18]). 
Similar dual usage occurs with the other names as well: e.g.,jurqan in 8:41 (quoted in [125]), where 
it is not used as a proper noun; the numerous uses of kitab to refer to other scriptures; and dhikr in 
33: 41 . It is from the uses of these words when they are not referring to God’s Speech as revealed to 
Muhammad that Tabari seeks to explain their employment as proper nouns. 

59 The verbal noun ( masdar ), e.g., kitab (=writing), denotes the action of the verb, and is thus 
near to the infinitive in meaning. However, according to Tabari, it may also denote the result of 
the action, the thing done or being done. In this respect it is similar to the English ‘ — ing’ 
construction, which, as in the case of ‘writing’ itself, may denote either the action or the result of 
the action, the thing that is written. 

60 This formula does not as such form part of the text of the Qur’an, but its recitation before 
beginning to read or recite it is prescribed by the words of God: « When you recite the Qur’an, 
seek refuge in God from Satan, the stoned * (16: 98). 

61 The word shaitan is used in the Qur’an both as a general term, as explained here, and, with 
the definite article, al-, as the name of the arch-rebel, Satan. 

62 See 37: 10. 
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bi-smi ’llahi * l-rahmani ’l-rahimi 


In the name of God, 
the Merciful, the Compassionate 

THE INTERPRETATION OF BI-SMI 1 

God, exalted is His mention, and sanctified are His Names, 

His Prophet, Muhammad, teaching him to preface his 
actions with the mention of His Most Beautiful Names 
(< al-asma ' al-husna), and commanded him to attribute them 
to Him before every important matter. He made what He 
had educated him to do, and what He had taught him, a 
normative precedent (sunna) to which all mankind were to conform, a 
path along which they were to follow him; and they were to 
commence their utterances, their letters, their writings, and their 
requests with it, in such a way that the explicit utterance of *"the 
formula 1 bi-smi ’llah would even suffice to signify what the speaker 
implicitly intended to do, something which is left unsaid. That is to say, 
the preposition bi- in bi-smi ’ llah requires a verb to introduce it; but 
there is no explicit verb with it r in the formula 1 , so it is the hearer’s 
knowledge of the intention of the person who says bi-smi ’ llah which 
enables him to do without the speaker having to announce explicitly 
what he intends 

Hence it is understood, when someone says bi-smi ’ llahi ’l-rahmani 
’l-rahtm and then subsequently starts r to recite 1 a sura, that his very 
following of the formula with the recitation itself imparts the 
signification of his saying bi-smi ’llahi ’l-rahmani ’ l-rahim , i.e., that his 
intention is: I recite in the name of God, the Merciful, the 

Compassionate.’ Similarly, someone’s saying bi-smi ’ llah when he starts 


educated 

The pur- 
pose and 
intention 
behind the 
basmala 
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to get up or sit down, or do anything else, imparts the signification of 
his utterance, which is: ‘I stand in the name of God’, ‘I sit down in the 
name of God’, etc. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 138] 

objection: r How can the interpretation of bi-smi ’ llah be as you 
say, 1 . . . when you know that everyone who recites the Book of God 
succeeds in doing so only with the help of God, and likewise with 
getting up, sitting down, and everything else? And, since this is the 
case, should one not also rather say bi-’llahi ’l-rahmani ’ 1 -rahTm 
(~ through God, the Merciful, the Compassionate), rather than bi-smi 
llah? For the meaning would be clearer for the hearer if one were to say 
‘I stand up through God, the Merciful, the Compassionate’, or ‘I recite 
through God’, than if one were to say \ . . in the name of God’, since 
this latter might lead him to suppose that one got up or sat down 
through something other than God r , i.e., through the intermediary of 
His name 1 ? 2 

reply: The purpose behind this is not what you imagine. The 
meaning of bi-smi ’ llah is ‘I begin by naming 3 God and invoking Him 
before anything else’, or ‘I recite with my naming God’, or ‘I stand 
up, or sit down, with my naming God and invoking Him.’ One does 
not mean by bi-smi ’ llah ‘I stand up through God’, or ‘I sit down 
through God.’ 

(...) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

When first Gabriel was sent down to Muhammad, he said: ‘O 
Muhammad, say: “I seek refuge from Satan, the stoned, in the 
All-hearing, the All-knowing.’” 4 Then he said: ‘Say: “ Bi-smi 
’llahi ’l-rahmani ’ l-rahim (...) r By this he meant: 1 ‘O Muham- 
mad, recite with the invocation of God, your Lord. And stand and 
sit with the invocation of God.’ [139, see 137] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLAH 5 

The interpretation of Allah is, according to the meaning narrated to us 
from 'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas: He is the One Whom everything takes as its 
god ( ya’lahu ), Whom all creatures worship (ya'budu). 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 


Allah is He Who possesses r the attributes of 1 divinity ( al-uliihlya ) 
and r oP being worshipped (al-ma'budiya) with respect to all His 
creatures. [141] 

(••) 

There is no dispute among the Arabs that the verb ta’allaha exists 
and means ‘to be worshipped’, 1 and there is no doubt that r this is the 
V th form of the possible I st form verb alaha 1 which, if it were 
employed, would mean ‘to worship Allah’. 6 . . . 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas recited r the variant reading of 7: 127 1 : «... tva- 
yadhara-ka wa-ildhata-ka . . . », r the second half of 1 which he said 
r meant the same as 1 : . . . 'ibadata-ka . . . ( = r and leave you and 1 
worship of you) instead of « . . . wa-yadhara-ka wa-alihata-ka. . . » 

( = «. . . and leave you and your gods*) 1 . 7 It is also said: ‘He r , 
Pharaoh, 1 was worshipped but did not worship.’ [142 and 143; see 
also =>Mujahid, 144] 

. . . What Ibn 'Abbas said shows that r , if it existed, the verb 1 alaha 
would mean ‘to worship’, and that ilaha is the verbal noun derived 
from it. 

(...) 

Now the word Allah in the Arabic language is originally from ilah r , 

which is also derived from the possible verb alaha 1 As in other cases 

of elision, the first letter of the noun, the hamza (’), together with its 
vowel i 1 drops out, and the letter lam (/), which is the second letter of 
the noun, contracts with the first lam, which is part of the definite 
article al-, and which carries no vowel, and they become a double lam 
(ll) r , and so al-(i)lah becomes Allah 1 


THE INTERPRETATION OF AL-RAHMANJ T -RAHLMI 

Both al-rahman and al-rahtm are derived nouns r , of the forms fa'lan 
and fa'Tl respectively, 1 from the verb rahima ( = to have mercy, to be 
compassionate), and they both have the sense of ‘one who has mercy’. 
r However, they do not have exactly the same meaning. 1 . . . 

[l]: Those who have expert knowledge of Arabic are agreed that the 
form of al-rahman denotes a stronger quality than the form of al-rahtm. 



5<5 THEBASMALA 

[T]: FIRST O^fNION 

=5»Al-'ArzamT: 

Al-rahman r denotes mercy 1 to all creatures, . . . and al-rahim 

•"denotes mercy 1 to the believers. [146] 

=>Abu Sa*Td •al-Khudrf 1 : 

The Messenger of God said: ‘Jesus, the son of Mary, said: 

“ Al-rahman is the Merciful in the next world as well as this world; 

al-rahim is the Merciful in the next world. ”’ [147] 

(...) 

There is no reason to suppose that one of these interpretations is 
more correct than the other. . . . God, as al-rahman, encompasses all His 
creatures in a general Mercy, whereas, as al-rahim, He directs His 
specific Mercy towards some of His creatures, either in every state or 

only in some, either in this world or in the next or in both of them 

God, exalted is His praise, r as al-rahtm 1 singles out His believing 
servants in this present world by the success He benevolently grants 
them for their obedience to Him, and their belief in Him and His 
Messenger, following His commands and avoiding disobedience. He 
withholds this success from those who attribute partners to Him, who 
disbelieve, who go against His commands and engage in disobedience. 
Moreover, God, exalted is His praise, bestows the abiding bliss and 
clear triumph which He has promised in the next world, in His 
Gardens, on those who entirely believe in Him, who hold His 
Messenger to be truthful, who act in obedience to Him, but not on 
those who attribute partners to, and disbelieve in, Him. 

Clearly, God singles out the believers for His Mercy in this world 
and the next, just as He bestows favour and beneficence on both them 
and the unbelievers in this world in extending sustenance, providing 
•"rain-giving 1 clouds for their succour, bringing forth plants from the 
earth, r giving them 1 healthy bodies and sound minds, and •"bes- 
towing 1 other innumerable bounties in which the believers and the 
unbelievers share. 

Our Lord, exalted is His praise, is rahman towards all His creatures 
in both this and the next world, and He is rahim specifically towards 
His believers in both this world and the next. He is rahman in this 
world as we have just mentioned . . . r and as He Himself said 1 : « If you 
count God’s blessing, you will never number it. » (14: 34 and 16: 18). 

And r He is rahman 1 in the next world through His equal treatment for 
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all with His Justice and Judgement: He does not unjustly r tip the 
scales 1 against a single one of r His creatures 1 , even by the weight of a 
speck of dust. . . . Each soul receives fully what it deserves. And we 
have already described that part of His Mercy for which He singles 
out the believers in this world, by which He is rahim to them in it, as 
He, exalted is His mention, says: «He is All-compassionate (rahim) to 
the believers » (33: 43). . . . 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Al-rahman is r of the form 1 al-fa'lan, and it is from the speech of the 
Arabs. Al-rahman al-rahim •means 1 : The One Who feels com- 
passion ( al-raqiq ), the One Who treats gently ( al-ra/Tq ) whoever He 
wishes to be Merciful towards, and Who is remote and stem 
towards whoever He wishes to be harsh with.’ It is the same with 
all His Names. . . . [148] 

This interpretation of Ibn ‘Abbas indicates that r the quality 1 by 
which our Lord is rahman is the same as that by which He is rahim, 
although there is a difference between r the two nouns 1 as to the •exact 1 
sense r of that quality 1 . For he takes al-rahman to mean ‘the One Who is 
compassionate towards whoever He feels compassion ( raqq ) for’, while 
he takes al-rahim to mean ‘the One Who treats gently whoever He is 
kind with’. 

This interpretation resembles the previous one ... in that al-rahman 
has a different meaning and interpretation from al-rahim. 

THIRD OPINION 

=>*Ata’ al-Khurasanl: 

•Originally 1 there was al-rahman, but when al-rahman was cut off 
from His name, it became al-rahman al-rahim. [149] 

What Afa meant by this, God willing, is: ‘Al-rahman was one of 
God’s names by which none of His creatures had ever been called. 
When the liar Musailama 8 called himself by this name, thereby cutting 
it off from Him, i.e., cutting it off from His names and applying it to 
himself, God, exalted is His praise, let it be known that His name was 
al-rahman al-rahim; . . . for no one was called al-rahman al-rahim, using 
both names together, except Him, exalted is His mention.’ . . . This is 
not an unsound opinion. . . . 
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FOURTH opinion: Some ignorant people have claimed that the 
Arabs did not formerly know of the name al-rahman, that it was not in 
their language, and that that is why the polytheists said to the 
Messenger. «What is the All-merciful ( al-rahman )? Shall we bow 
ourselves to what you bid us?» (25: 60) . . . 

§ Tabari says that this is an erroneous view. The question is asked 
rhetorically, and does not mean that they did not know of the name. He 
quotes pre-Islamic poetry as evidence that the name was known. 

Also one interpreter who was weak in the science of interpretation 
claimed . . . that al-rahman was used figuratively to mean ‘He Who 
possesses Mercy ( dhu ’ l-rahma )’, and that al-rahim was used figuratively 
to mean ‘He Who dispenses Mercy ( al-rahim)' 

§ Tabari says that there is no basis for this opinion. 

★ * * 

When the Arabs want to speak about something, they are used to 
mentioning its name first, then following it with its 
Explanation attributes and qualities. . . . Now God, exalted is His 

of the order • , , . . . 

Of the Names mention, has names by which none of His creatures may 
in the basmala be called, which He reserves for Himself alone and not 
for them, like Allah, al-rahman, al-khaliq ( = the Creator). 
He also has names which He allowed people to call each other by, such 
as al-rahim, al-sami' ( = one who hears), al-basir ( = one who sees), 
al-karim ( = one who is generous), etc. Therefore it is necessary that 
those names which belong to Him and to none of His creatures be 
mentioned first, so that the hearer may know to whom he is directing 
praise and glorification; then should follow the names by which 
others are also called. . . . God, exalted is His mention, begins by 
His name Allah, because none but He has divinity ( uluhtya ) 9 in any 
sense at all. . . . 

Now r GocP speaks of Himself specifically as al-rahman : «Say: ‘Call 
upon Allah, or call upon al-rahman; whichsoever you call upon, to 
Him belong the Names Most Beautiful’ » (17: no), and He has 
forbidden any of His creatures to be so called, even though there are 
some among His creatures who deserve to be named with some of its 
meanings. . . . Therefore al-rahman comes second to His name Allah. 
However, as for His name al-rahim, we have already said that it is 
permissible to describe someone other than Him by it. . . . This is why 
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His name Allah comes before His name al-rahman, and His name 
al-rahman before His name al-rahim . 

Al-Hasan al-Basn held the same opinion as we do concerning 
al-rahman r , namely" 1 , that it is one of God’s names by which none of 
His servants may be called. 

^■Al-fjasan al-Basri: 

Al-rahman is a forbidden name ( ism mamnu'). [150] 

Moreover, the community unanimously agrees that no one can be 
called by r this name 1 , which makes it unnecessary to quote al-Hasan’s, 
or anyone else’s, opinion about this as evidence of the correctness of 
what we say. 

1 Bi-smi is formed from two words: the particle bi-, signifying ‘with’, etc., and the noun ism , 
signifying ‘name’. The initial T of ism is dropped and the two words are joined. 

2 This would infringe the dogma of God’s oneness ( taw hid) by implying that an act was 
accomplished not by God but by His name. God alone is the ultimate agent of all acts. 

3 Tabari justifies his reading the substantive, viz., ism ( = name), as a verbal noun, viz., tasmiya 
(= naming), on the grounds that such an equivalence accords in general with the linguistic practice 
of the Arabs. 

4 See Intro., pp. 46-7. 

* The name Alllh occurs 2,696 times in the Qur’an. 

6 Arabic philology has traditionally sought to derive the meanings of all words from 
their structure, and to this end the root is taken as the basis for verbs, and the verb for 
nouns. It is sometimes necessary, as in this case, to supply a ‘non-existent’ verb, i.e., one 
whose form follows the morphological rules of Arabic grammar but which is not used in the 
language, in order to derive the semantic content of a noun from its root. For further details, 
see Trans. Intro., pp. xxxii-xxxiv. 

7 The full verse reads: «Then said the Council of Pharaoh: ‘Will you leave Moses and his 
people to work corruption in the land, and leave you and your gods?’ » 

8 See Intro., n. 14. 

9 In terms of Tabari’s interpretation of ilaha as ‘worship’, uluhtya should here be thought of as 
signifying the property of being worshipped. 
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al-hamdu li-llahi rabbi ’l-'alamina 
Praise belongs to Allah, the Lord of the worlds, 

THE INTERPRETATION OF AL-QAMDU LI-’LLAH 

If Gratitude ( shukr ) belongs entirely to God, exalted is His 
praise — and not to anything else besides Him that might be worship- 
ped, nor to anything which He has created — for the incalculable 
bounties He has bestowed on His servants, incalculable^ that is, 1 to 
anyone but Him. r He has blessed them 1 by bringing health to the 
organs r of the body 1 so that He might be obeyed, and by strengthening 
the limbs of the body with which His ordinances must be performed; 
r and He has also blessed them with 1 the sustenance He has set forth for 
them in this present life of theirs, and r with n the gift of nourishment by 
which He feeds them — without their having any right to claim it from 
Him — as well as fwith 1 the means, of which He has informed them and 
to which He has called them, which will lead ^hem 1 to everlasting 
eternity in the abode of remaining in the abiding blessing. Therefore, 
for all this, praise ( hamd ) is due to our Lord, first and last. 

(...) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Gabriel said to Muhammad, may God bless both of them: ‘O 
Muhammad, say « al-hamdu li-’llah».' (...) r It 1 means: Gratitude to 
God, subservience ( al-istikhdha ’) to God, the attestation of His 
bounties, His guidance, His initiative, and so on. [15 1] 

=>al-Hakam b. 'Umair: 

The Prophet said: ‘When you say « al-hamdu li-’llahi rabbi 
’ l - 'alamm», you thank God, and He increases your bounty. [152] 
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It is said that al-hamdu li-’lldh implies praising God for His Most 
Beautiful Names and Attributes, whereas al-shukru li-’llah implies 
praising God for His bounties and favours; and it has been narrated 
from Ka b al-Ahbar that he said that al-hamdu li-’lldh meant praising 
God, although it was not made clear in what was narrated from him 
which of the two senses of praise* which we have mentioned he 
intended. 

r =>Ka'b b. al-Ahbar: 1 

Whoever says al-hamdu li-’lldh r means by 1 that ‘praise (thana’) to 
God’. [153] 

=>al-Aswad b. Sari*: 

The Prophet said: ‘There is nothing with which praise has more 
affinity than God*, which is why He praises Himself and says 
« al-hamdu li-’lldh ». n [i $4] 

There is no disagreement among specialists in the Arabic language 
about the correctness of saying ‘ al-hamdu li ’llahi shukran. Since they 
all agree on this, it is clear that al-hamd and al-shukr can be used 
interchangeably 1 ^ i.e., that they have the same meaning 1 , for ... it is a 
definite mistake to extract an intensifying 1 abstract noun from al-hamd 
which does not have the same meaning or is not the same word. 2 

question: Why is the definite article, al -, attached to hamd, instead 
o f hamdan li-’ llahi rabbi ’ l-'dlamin ? 3 

reply: The use of the definite article gives a meaning which is not 
rendered by hamdan — leaving the article out — because its inclusion 
serves to convey the meaning ‘All r kinds of 1 praise and complete 
gratitude belong to God’, while its omission would serve to indicate 
only that the praising of the speaker, not all praisings, belonged to God. 
Someone saying ‘ hamdan li-’lldh\ then, would mean ‘I praise God’; but 
the interpretation of « al-hamdu li-’ llahi rabbi ’ l-'dlamin»At the head of the 
first sura (umm al-kitdb) is not this, but rather what we have previously 
described, viz.: All praise belongs to God for His divinity ( uliihtya ) 4 
and His bestowal on His creatures of those bounties He has bestowed 
on them, for r all of" 1 which there is no match in religion, in this world, 
now or in the future. 

* Sh. & Sh., I, 137, laisa shai’utt ahabba ilai-hi al-hamdu min Allahi ta'ald. 


objection: What does God mean by saying ‘All praise belongs to 
God’? Does God praise Himself, and then teach us r these words 1 so that 
we might say them exactly as He did? If so, why then should He have 
said « You only do we serve; to You alone we pray for succour* (1:4) 
when He is the One who is served, not one who serves? Are these 
•^perhaps 1 the words of Gabriel or Muhammad, the Messenger of God? 
For they cannot be the words of God. 

reply: Indeed, all this is the word of God. But He praised and 
extolled Himself in terms befitting Him, then He taught this to His 
servants and imposed the recitation of it on them, making it a test and a 
trial for them. So He said to them: ‘Say « Praise belongs to Allah, the 
Lord of the realms of being*, and say «Thee only do we serve; to Thee 
alone we pray for succour*.’ . . . 

question: Where does He say: ‘Say!’? How can the interpretation 
be as you say? 

reply: We have previously pointed out that it is one of the 
characteristics of Arabic, when the position of a certain word is known, 
and there is no doubt that the hearer can understand what is omitted 
from the ostensive wording, to omit what the explicit words can 
convey on their own, especially if the word omitted is an utterance or 
the interpretation of an utterance. . . . This is the case with the omission 
r of ‘Say: . . Z 1 from God’s words «Praise belongs to Allah, the Lord of 
the worlds*, since what He meant by this can be known from His 
saying «Thee only do we serve*, i.e., that He orders His servants r to 
recite 1 ; and the meaning of the ostensive wording is adequate to bring 
out what has been omitted. 

We narrated above [151] the tradition from Ibn 'Abbas . . . r in 
which 1 Gabriel told Muhammad: ‘O Muhammad, say « al-hamdu 
li-’ llahi rabbi ’l-'alamm». . . . And we have explained that Gabriel only 
taught Muhammad what he was ordered to teach him. This tradition 
vindicates what we have said about the interpretation of this r verse 1 . 

the interpretation of rabb 

... In the speech of the Arabs, rabb has several meanings. A master 
(saiyid) who is obeyed is called rabb ( = lord, master) . . .; a man who 
puts something in order, puts it right, is called rabb . . .; and the 
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possessor of something is called its rabb.% . . . Our Lord ( rabb ) is the 
Master without peer: nothing is equal to His dominion, rHe 1 2 3 4 is the One 
who arranges the affair r s n of His creatures through the bounties which 
He liberally bestows on them, r He is 1 the Owner to whom the creation 
and the command 5 belong. [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 155] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF * ALAMIN 

Alamiin is the plural of 'alam (= cosmos, world), which is itself a 
collective noun like ‘mankind’, ‘group’, or ‘army’. . . . * Alam is the 
noun r which stands'* for the r differenf* kinds of communities — each 
kind is an alam. The members of each generation of each kind are the 
'alam of that generation and that time. Mankind is an 'alam, and all the 
people of a period of time are th $Jalam of that time. The jinn are an 
'alam, and so on with the other species of creation; each species is the 
'alam of its time. 

(...) 

This is our opinion as well as that of Ibn 'Abbas and Sa'Td b. Jubair; it 
is the meaning of what the commentators as a whole say. 

(..) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Rabb al-'alamm: the jinn and mankind. [157, 158. Also => Sa'Td b. 
Jubair, 159, 160; =>Mujahid, 161, 162; =>IbnJuraij, 165] 

(••) 

=>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya: 

Mankind is one 'alam, the jinn another, and apart from these 
r there are 1 eighteen thousand, or fourteen thousand — he was not 
sure — * alams of angels over earth. Moreover, there are four 
comers of the earth, in each of which are three thousand five 
hundred 'alams which He has created to worship Him. [164] 

1 God praises Himself with these words in this verse, because the Qur’an is the word of God. 

2 Arabic verbs can take their own verbal nouns (masdars) as indefinite objects in the accusative 
in order to express intensification (ta’kid) of the verb; they may also take masdars of other verbs in 
such a position provided these other verbs have the same meaning. Here, if shukran (acc. of the 
masdar of shakara) can be used correctly to intensify al-hamd (here itself a masdar, but acting as a 
verb), then, following the preceding rule, it must have the same meaning. 

3 The alternative indefinite (hamdan) would mean ‘A praise . . 

4 For uluhTya, see Exeg. The fiasmala, pp. 5s, 58, and n. 9. 

5 See 7: 54- 
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al-rahmani y l~rahTmi 

the Merciful, the Compassionate, 

The interpretation of al-rahman al-rahtm was given in the exegesis of 
the basmala, so there is no need to repeat it here. Nor is { 

there any need to explain why r this phrase 1 is repeated example of 

here, since we did not consider the basmala to be a verse 1 ", repetition in 

and so there is no repetition 1 . . . . r The erroneous 
suggestion that it is repeated 1 . . . with one verse being so near the other 
... is proof for us of the error in supposing the basmala to be a verse. For 
if it were, there would indeed be a repetition of a single verse r within 
the same sura 1 with the same meaning in precisely the same formulation, 
twice, with no separation. Such a thing does not exist in the Book of 
God, . . . and there is no space between God’s pronouncement of His 
Names, ‘the Merciful’, ‘the Compassionate’, in the basmala and His 
pronouncement of them r afterwards in the first sura 1 . 

objection: But « Praise belongs to God, the Lord of the worlds* 
separates them. 


reply: A number of commentators denied this, saying that here it is a 
case of reversed word order, and that the meaning is: Praise belongs to 
God, the Merciful, the Compassionate, the Lord of the worlds, the 
Sovereign over the Day of Reckoning. They cited His words «maliki 
yaumi ’l-din ( = Sovereign over the Day of Judgement)* as evidence for 
the correctness of what they claimed, and said that by rthis 1 . . . God 
teaches His servant to ascribe sovereignty — according to the recitation 
of those who recite malik — , or possession — according to the recitation 
of those who recite malik — , to Him. They said that the most 
appropriate thing to which His Attribute of sovereignty, or possession, 
could be adjacent was that Attribute which is similar to it, and that is 
«Lord of the worlds*, which informs about His possession of all the 
species of creatures. r They also said 1 that the most appropriate thing to 
which His Attribute of greatness and divinity could be adjacent is the 
praise of Him which is similar to it, and that is «the Merciful, the 
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Compassionate*. So they claimed that this was a proof for them that 
« the Merciful, the Compassionate, » comes prior in meaning to « Lord of 
the worlds*, although ostensively it follows it. They argued that similar 
cases of this Hand of inversion 1 . . . are widespread in Arabic speech, 
quite beyond count. 

§ Tabari gives further examples of inversion; one is from poetry, and 
another is from the Qur’an (18: 1), where one word ( «qaiyiman » ) has been put 
after the position dictated by the meaning. 

This is further evidence for the correctness of the opinion of those 
who deny that the r b asmala 1 ... of the first sura r counts as 1 a verse. 


i:3 


He says in His revelation: « the day they sally forth, and naught of theirs 
is hidden from God. ‘Whose is the Kingdom ( mulk ) today?’ ‘God’s, the 
One, the Omnipotent.’* (40: 16) . . . 

second opinion: The interpretation of the reading «maliki yaumi 
’/-dim * follows r the Tradition below 1 . 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

On that day, alongside Him, no one will possess judgement as 
r they possess 1 their belongings in this world. (...) «They shall not 
speak, save him to whom the Merciful has given leave, and who 
speaks aright* (78: 38) (...);« voices will be hushed to the Merciful* 
(20: 108); (...) «and they intercede not save for him with whom 
He is well pleased. * (21: 26) [166] 




tnaliki 1 yaumi * l-dini 
Sovereign over the Day of Reckoning 


THE INTERPRETATION OF MALIK 

[r]: « maliki yaumi ’ l-dini *, « maliki yaumi ’ l-dini », « malika yaumi ’l-dini». 

§ Tabari says that he has examined these readings in terms of hadith-criticism 
in his Kitab al-Qira’at (not extant), and that he there indicated which of them 
he preferred. 

But there is no disagreement among specialists in Arabic that malik is 
derived from mulk ( = kingship, sovereignty), and malik from milk 
( = possession). 

[r/t] first opinion: The interpretation of the reading « maliki 
yaumi ’ l-dini » is therefore that God holds sole sovereignty over the Day 
of Reckoning to the exclusion of all His creatures who before then, in 
this world, were mighty kings contending sovereignty with Him and 
opposing His absolute glory, majesty, authority, and might. They will 
attain certainty when they meet God on the Day of Reckoning that 
they are r in fact 1 the lowliest of the low, and that to Him, not to them 
or anyone else, belongs sovereignty and glory, might and splendour, as 


tabari’s opinion: The foremost interpretation of this verse, and 
the soundest reading, is, for us, the first, . . . because in affirming His 
sole sovereignty. His sole possession is confirmed, and the sovereign is 
more excellent than the possessor of something, since it is clear that 
there is no sovereignty without possession, while there can be 
possession without sovereignty. 

§ By an argument based on the impossibility of repetition in the Qur’an 
similar to his argument in the previous verse, Tabari reinforces his case for 
reading « malik » ( = sovereign). 

The interpretation of the reading malika yaumi ' l-din is ‘O Possessor 
of the Day of Reckoning’, indicating by the vocative ending -a the 
intention to make an appeal or a supplication. 

§ Tabari explains and rejects the reasoning behind this reading, viz., that this 
verse connects to the next verse rather than to the preceding one. 

The reading malika is disallowed, because of the congruence ( ijma *) 
of all the arguments of the reciters and scholars of the Community 
rejecting it. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF YA UMI ' L - DIN 

The ’’word 1 din is, in this place, to be interpreted as meaning the 
‘ r drawing up of an 1 account’, and the ‘requital for acts done’, ... as, for 
example, in God’s saying: «No indeed, but you cry lies to the din» — i.e., 
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to the requital «yet there are over you watchers r noble, writers who 
know whatever you do 1 » (82: 9 and 10), i.e., r watchers who 1 enumerate 
the acts you do. . . . The r word"* dm also has other meanings in Arabic, 
apart from account’ and ‘requital’, which we shall mention in the 
appropriate places, God willing. 2 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Yaumi ’l-din is the Day on which the accounts of r alP created 
beings are drawn up. It is the Day of the Resurrection ( qiyama ), 
when r God n requites their "jcfs: good for good, and evil for 
evil except for him whom He forgives. For His is the 
Command. (...) « Verily, His are the Creation and the Command. » 

(7: 54) [167, a continuation of 166. See also =>Ibn 'Abbas, Ibn 
Mas'ud, and a group of Companions, 168; 3 =>Qatada, 169; =>Ibn 
Juraij, 170] 

* For this, Tabari* s preferred reading, see the exegesis of the verse. 

2 See also Intro, n. 5 . 

3 ^This is one of Tabaris most frequently used isnad’s. The key transmitter in the chain is 
Isma 11 b. Abd al-Rahman al-Suddl (d. 128/745), a Follower, and an important Kufan collector of 
Traditions. Ahmad Shakir, one of the two editors of the Cairo edition of Tabari’s Tafsir, 
expressed the opinion that al-Suddl may have gathered ail these interpretative Traditions in a 
commentary on the Qur’an, giving it a collective isnad, although some were from Ibn 'Abbas 
(through two intermediaries), some from Ibn Mas'ud (through one intermediary), and some 
direct from other Companions. 


1:4 



iyyaka na'budu wa-iyydka nasta’mu 
You only do we worship, to You alone we pray for succour. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF IYYAKA NA’BUDU 

f Before You, O our God, do we humble ourselves, make 
ourselves lowly and submit ourselves, confessing, O our Lord, that 
lordship belongs to You and to no one else. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Gabriel said to Muhammad: ‘O Muhammad, say: “ Iyyaka 
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na’budu .” ’ r This means: 1 You do we declare to be One, r You 1 do 
we fear, and Hfou 1 do we hope for, O our Lord, and no one 
else. [171] 

This conforms with what we have said, only we chose to explain the 
interpretation in terms of humility, lowliness, and submission, rather 
than those of hope and fear. But hope and fear only come with 
submissiveness, because service (' ubudxya ), according to all the Arabs, is 
founded on submissiveness, which is why they call a path which is well 
trodden and well beaten mu’abbad ( = passable, it is the passive participle 
of * abbada , meaning ‘subjugated’). J . . . Similarly, a slave or a servant is 
called ’abd because of his submission to his master. . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF IYYAKA NASTA’INU 

To You, O our Lord, do we pray for succour to worship You and 
obey You in all our affairs, not to anyone else, since whoever rejects 
r faith in 1 You asks the idol which he worships for succour in his affairs, 
whereas we pray to Y ou for help in all our affairs, devoting ourselves to 
worship of You. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r « Wa-iyydka nasta’m » means: 1 To You do we pray for succour to 
obey You and in all our affairs. [172] 

objection: What meaning is there in God’s ordering His servants 
to ask for help to obey him? Is it conceivable that, having God - s hd 

ordered them to obey Him, He would not help them to and obedi- 

obey? Can anyone say to his Lord: ‘To You do we pray for ence to Him 
succour to obey You’, without being helped ^ven 1 to say this? This is 
obedience anyway. What reason could a servant have for asking his 
Lord for what He has already given him? 

reply: This interpretation is not coherent. The supplicating believer 
is only asking his Lord to help him to obey Him in the matters of 
obedience He requires of him in what remains of his life, not in what he 
has already done or in those righteous acts which he has already 
performed in that part of his life which has passed. The servant is 
permitted to ask his Lord for this because for God to give His servant 
this, as well as for Him to add strength to his limbs so that he can carry 
out the matters of obedience He requires of him and the religious duties 
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He has imposed on him, is a favour from Him which He freely grants 
him, and a grace by which He shows kindness towards him. However, 
r it must not be thought that 1 there is any flaw in the fdivine 1 plan, nor 
any injustice in '"divine 1 governance, if, in the order of things, He fails 
to bestow His favour by r not 1 giving success to some servant of His 
who is engaged in disobedience towards Him and is not displaying love 
for Him, or if He extends His favour to another who is striving to love 
Him and hastening to obey Hlifrv It is quite possible that the ignorant 
person may not understand the object of God’s ruling when He 
commands His servant to beseech Him for His help in obeying Him. 

In this command to His servants to say « You only do we worship, 
to You alone we pray for succour*, which means that they should ask 
Him for help in worshipping Him, is to be found the best proof of the 
error of those proponents of free will (ahl al-qadar ) who believe that 
independence of action (tafwld ) 1 has been conferred on 
against* 6 " 1 man * These people claim that God can only command one 
free will of His servants to do something, or impose some duty on 
him, after giving him help so that he r becomes capable of 1 
either doing or not doing it. If what they claim were true, r to express 1 a 
wish that God might help r His servant 1 obey Him would be quite 
redundant, for, according to them, and given the reality of the divine 
command and prohibition and of human obligation before God 
(taklif), God would necessarily have a duty to help His servant, 
whether he asked for the help or not. Indeed, not to give him His help 
would, in their view, be a '’divine 1 injustice. 

If things were as these people claim, to say «You only do we 
worship, to You alone we pray for succour* would merely to be to ask 
God not to be unjust. But all Muslims agree in approving the 
supplication ‘O our God, we pray to You for succour’, and in 
condemning the supplication ‘O our God, do not be unjust towards us’, 
and this is a clear proof of the error of those whose opinion I have just 
described. For what the utteref of the first sentence means to say, 
according to them, is: ‘O our God, do not withhold Your help from us, 
for to deprive us thereof would be an injustice from You.’ 

objection: How can it be correct to say «You only do we worship, 
to You alone we pray for succour*, putting the statement about 
worship before the request for help in doing so? Worship can only be 
accomplished with ■’divine 1 assistance, so asking for help should more 
properly come before the action for which help is required. 
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reply: It is quite clear that there is no way the servant can worship 
without the assistance of God. And it would be impossible either for 
him to worship without being helped to do so, or for him to be helped 
to do so without performing the act r of worshipping 1 . So it is the same 
whichever of these two comes first. It is just like speaking to a man who 
has done something you required and has thereby done you a good 
turn. It is all the same whether you say ‘You have done what I needed 
and have served me well’, preceding the commendation by the 
statement about what he has done; or whether you say ‘You have 
served me well and have done what I wanted’, putting things the other 
way around. For there could be no doing what you needed done 
without it being to your advantage, nor any advantage to you without 
it being something you needed done. 

§ There follow further objections and replies concerning the rhetoric of the 
verse. 

1 By tajwtd ( = authorization) Tabari means the doctrine of man’s ability to choose to do or 
not to^do any action, a doctrine upheld by the Mu'tazilites and those who adopted their theology. 
TabaiT s argument is based on the premiss that the choice is ultimately made by God. 



ihdi-na ’l-sirata ’l-mustaqima 
Guide us in the straight path. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF IHDI-NA 

FIRST opinion: According to our opinion, the meaning of ihdi- 
na here is ‘cause us to persevere successfully’ in the straight path. 

=*-Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Gabriel said to Muhammad: ‘O Muhammad, say: « Ihdi-na 
’ l-sirata ’l-mustaqim».' rThis 1 means: Inspire us r to follow 1 the 
guiding way. [173, complete version in 179] 

■^His 1 inspiring (ilhant) r His servant 1 to follow this way is His causing 
■him 1 to succeed ( tawfiq ) in it, as we interpreted it above. The meaning 
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is a parallel to the meaning of «to You we pray for succour », where the 
servant asks his Lord to grant him success in persevering in obedience to 
Him in his actions, in reaching the truth, and in being correct in what 
He has commanded and prohibited, in the life that remains before him, 
and not in those of his actions which are over and done with in r the part 
of 1 his life which is past. . . . 

H vs. 4» 5 an d 6: O our God, You do we serve — You who are the 
One without partner — worshipping You sincerely, and nothing 

else besides You — no divinity or idols. Help us to serve You, and cause 
us to succeed where You have caused those whom You have blessed to 
succeed — Your prophets, and those who obey You — on the r right^ 
track and in the r right n way. 

(...) 

second opinion: Some have claimed that ihdi-na should be 
interpreted as ‘increase guidance for us’. This could mean one of two 
things. Someone who interprets it in this way must suppose that the 
Prophet was commanded to ask his Lord either for greater clarifi- 
cation, or for greater help and more success. There is no reason to 
suppose the former, for God never makes a servant responsible for a 
duty without first explaining it to him and setting up a proof 1 of it for 
him. So if this •word 1 meant a request by the Prophet for clarification, 
he would have been being commanded to supplicate his Lord for a 
clarification of the duties He had imposed on him, which would be the 
reverse of a supplication. For He never imposes a duty without making 
it clear to whoever He is imposing it on. Or he would have been being 
commanded to ask his Lord to impose duties on him which He has not 
proclaimed. As r it is evident that 1 it is an error for a servant to ask his 
Lord for this, it becomes quite clear that « Guide us in the straight path» 
does not mean ‘Make Your duties and ordinances clear to me.’ 

HARMONIZATION OF THE FIRST AND SECOND OPINIONS: 
As for the proposal that r the Prophet 1 is being commanded to ask for 
greater help and more success, if this were the case, it could either be 
that he is to ask for more help for his past actions or for his coming 
actions. But from the fact that he has no need of help for his past 
actions, it must be a question of his coming actions. Therefore the 
command comes to mean the same as what we have already explained, 
i.e., that the servant should ask his Lord to grant him success in carrying 
out the duties He has required of him in what remains to him of his life. 


§ Tabari uses his interpretation as further proof of the error of the 
proponents of free will who claim that God must help everyone to follow His 
commands. 2 

third opinion: Some have claimed that the meaning of this verse 
is ‘cause us to follow the path of Paradise in the Return ( ma’dd )' , i.e., 
‘direct us to it and cause us to proceed along it.’ r This interpretation 
follows the meaning of the verse 1 « guide them ( ihdu-hum ) unto (ila) 
the path of Hell!» (37: 23), i.e., ‘cause them to enter the Fire’. . . . 
However, the incorrectness of this interpretation is obvious from the 
verse itself and from the commentators’ proof. All the commentators 
among the Companions and the Followers agree that sirat here 
means something quite different from what these interpreters say, 
that «to You we pray for succour* is a request from the servant to 
his Lord for help in serving Him, and that « guide us» is a plea for 
continued guidance in what remains of his life. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF AL-SIRATA ’l-MUSTAQIMA 

There is a consensus among interpreters that al-sirat al-mustaqtm is the 
clear road which is without any crookedness.^ . . . Moreoever, the 
Arabs have taken sirat and employed it as an expression for any kind 
of word or deed which could be described as straight or crooked. ... In 
our opinion, the best interpretation of this verse together with the 
next 1 is: Cause us to persevere successfully in what pleases You, and in 
the words and deeds in which You have caused those of Your servants 
on whom You have bestowed favour to succeed. This is the ‘straight 
path’, because he who succeeds where the prophets, the veracious 
( siddiqun ), 3 and the martyrs, on whom God has bestowed favour, have 
succeeded, succeeds in Islam, in believing in the prophets, in adhering 
to the Book, in doing what God commands, and in restraining himself 
from what He holds r His servants 1 back from, in following the course 
the Prophet took, the way of Abu Bakr, 'Umar, ‘Uthman and'Ali, and 
of every devout servant of God. All this is the ‘straight path’. 

[t] The interpreters differed about the meaning of the ‘straight path’, 
but all their interpretations are contained in the interpretation we have 
preferred here. 

=*>'AlIb. AbTTalib: 
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The Prophet mentioned the Qur’an, and said: ‘This is the 
“ straight path [174, 175] 

(••) 

=^'Abd Allah r b. 'Abbas 1 2 3 : 

The ‘straight path’ is the Book of God. [177] 

=>Jabir b. 'Abd Allah: 

« Guide us in the straight path* — Islam, which is wider than what 
is between heaven and earth. [178] 

=s>'Abd Allah b. 'Abbas: 

Gabriel said to Muhammad: ‘O Muhammad, say « Guide us in 
the straight path*.’ •’This 1 means: Inspire us r to follow 1 the guiding 
way, which is the religion of God, which is without crookedness.’ 
[179- See also =>Ibn 'Abbas, 180; =>Ibn al-Hanaftya, 181; =>Ibn 
Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 182; 
=>Ibn Juraij, 183; =>Ibn Zaid b. Aslam, 185; =>Nawwas b. Sam'an 
al- Ansar!, from the Messenger of God, 186, 187] 

=>Abu ’l-'Aliya r and al-Hasan al-Basrf 1 : 

r The ‘straight path’ 1 is the Messenger of Allah, and his two 
companions after him, Abu Bakr and 'Umar [184] 

God describes r the path 1 as ‘straight’ because it ‘holds true’ and there 
is no error in it. Some foolish people claimed that God called it 
‘straight’ because it led those who travelled it straight to the Garden, 
but this interpretation contradicts the interpretation of all the inter- 
preters, and this . . . suffices to show that it is wrong. 

1 H u jj a ( = Proof) is used in contexts such as this to mean an indication which God provides to 
give His servant certainty that it is his duty to do a certain thing. 

2 See Exeg. 1 : 4, pp. 69-7 1 . 

3 See 4: 69 and 57: 19. 


i:6 




strata ’lladhtna an'amta ' alay-him 
the path of those on whom You have bestowed r favour 1 , 


This verse is a clarification of the ‘straight path’, i.e. r , it answers the 
question 1 : ‘Whose path?’. For every path of truth is a straight path, and 
Muhammad was told: ‘O Muhammad, say: “ Guide us, O our Lord, 
in the straight path, the path of those on whom You have bestowed the 
favour of obedience to, and worship of, You — Your angels, Your 
prophets, the veracious, the martyrs, and the righteous.’” This is a 
parallel to what our Lord said in His Revelation: «Yet if they r , i.e., 
those to whom the Revelation was sent, 1 had done as they were 
admonished it would have been better for them, and stronger 
confirming * and then We surely would have given them from Us a 
mighty wage, * and guided them in a straight path. * Whosoever 
obeys God, and the Messenger — these are those on whom God has 
bestowed favour, the prophets, the veracious, the martyrs, the 
righteous* (4: 66-9). . . . 

A Tradition from Ibn 'Abbas [188] confirms what we have said. 

§ Further Traditions interpret « those on whom You have bestowed favour* as 
the believers [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 190] and the Muslims [=>Wak!*, 191]. 


(••) 

This verse offers •’further 1 clear indication that those who obey God 
only reach obedience by God’s favour to them in this respect, by His 
causing them to succeed therein. . . . 
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ghairi ' l-maghdubi 'alay-him wa-la ’l-dalltna 

not of those who have incurred r Your 1 wrath, nor of those who 

are astray. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF GHAIRI ' L-MAGHDUBI ’ALA Y-HIM 

[r/l] « GHAIR »: FIRST opinion: The experts in the recitation of 
the Qur’an are in agreement on the reading «ghairi» r , as opposed to 
«ghaira», for which see below 1 . 

§ Tabari gives two arguments for the reading « ghairi* based on the possibilities 
of syntax. In one, the exceptive clause is taken to be attached adjectivally to 
‘those whom’ in the previous verse, giving ‘the path of those whom You have 
blessed, who are those who have not incurred r Your 1 wrath’. In the other, the 
exceptive clause is attached to ‘path’, giving ‘the path of those whom You 
have blessed, the path of those who have not incurred rYour 1 wrath’. 

Although r there are 1 . . . two interpretations of the verse based on 
different reasons for the final vowel (-1), they both give nearly the same 
meaning, because whomsoever God bestows His favour on and 
whomsoever He guides to His true religion is secure from His wrath 
and rescued from going astray in his religion. . . . 

§ Tabari’s argument is that in the second interpretation where there is 
mention of two groups, a moment’s reflection makes it clear that those on 
whom God bestows His blessing must also be saved from His wrath; it would 
be impossible for God to be pleased^th someone and angry with him, to 
guide him and lead him astray, at the same time. The group of the favoured 
thus also has the same attributes as the group with whom God is not wrathful 
and whom He does not lead astray. Therefore, the two different syntactical 
readings give the same meaning, the first directly, the second through a simple 
step of reasoning. 

second opinion: It is possible to read «ghaira » — in the accusa- 
tive — in this verse, although I am averse to reading it thus because it is a 
deviation from the reading of the recitation experts, and whoever 
departs from the readings as they have come down to the Community 
by extensive, clear transmissions, adopts a view contrary to the truth, 
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veers away from the way of God, the way of the Prophet, and the way 
of the Muslims, even if, were its recitation to be permissible, 
r the variant 1 could be found to have a sound explanation. 

The interpretation which makes «ghaira» sound . . . is . . . ‘the path of 
those whom You have guided — bestowing favours on them, not being 
wrathful against them — not of those who are astray’. . . . 

§ Tabari then gives the interpretation of one of the Basran grammarians 
based on the reading «ghaira», which is ‘Guide us in the straight path, the path 
of those on whom You have bestowed favour, but excluding those who have 
incurred r Your 1 wrath.’ The Kufan grammarians reject this interpretation as 
weak, saying that ghair is not used here to exclude but to negate: *. . . not of 
those who have incurred r Your 1 wrath, nor of those who are astray’. 

tabari’s opinion: Although we previously decided to under- 
take •only 1 the interpretation of the verses of the Qur’an in this book, 
we have inserted these expositions of the reasons for •‘different 1 
desinential inflexions 1 because therein lie different reasons for inter- 
pretation. . . . But the correct reading is, in our opinion, the first, « ghairi 
’ l-maghdubi 'alay-him*, and the correct interpretation r is the one which 
follows from this reading, for which see below 1 . ... 

question: Who are those who incur r divine 1 wrath, about whom 
God commands us to ask Him that He make us not one of them? 

reply: They are those whom God describes in His Revelation thus: 
«Say: ‘Shall I tell you of a recompense with God, worse than that? 
Whomsoever God has cursed, and with whom He is wroth ( ghadiba 
' alay-hi ), and made some of them apes and swine, and worshippers of 
idols ( taghut ) — they are worse situated, and have gone further astray 
from the right way.’» (5: 60) God informs us here of the punishment 
which befell them for having disobeyed Him; then He informs us, as an 
act of kindness towards us, how we can be rescued from having the 
exemplary punishment which befell them befall us, and this is a mercy 
from God for us. 

§ To prove that those who have incurred God’s wrath are those mentioned in 
5: 60, T a bari cites several Traditions [193-206] which name the Jews as those 
with whom God is angry. For the interpretation of 5: 60 as referring to the 
Jews, see Exeg. 5: 60. 

★ ★ ★ 
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There is disagreement about the attribute of wrath in connection with 
God. Some say that God s wrath against one of His creatures . . . consists 
in His meting out His punishment to him either in his worldly life or in 
his afterlife, as He Himself has described: « So, when they had angered 
Us, We took vengeance upon them, and We drowned them 
^God? re aI1 to g ether » (43: 55), and also 5: 60 r cited above 1 . Others say 
wrath that God s wrath against those He is angry with is a censure 

of them and their actions on His part, His verbal castigation 
of them. And yet others say that His ‘wrath’ has a conceptual meaning 
similar to that which is understood from the various ^ordinary 1 
meanings of wrath , although . . . there is a difference *"in reality 1 
between God s wrath and . . . men’s wrath; r for men’s wrath 1 rouses and 
agitates them, is oppressive for them and causes them harm. However, 
no defects inhere in His essence. Rather it is one of His attributes, like 
knowledge or power . . .—even if the significations of r His knowledge 1 
are different from those of man’s knowledge, which is the perceptions of 
the heart, or of r man’s 1 powers, which come into being with actions, 
and are non-existent when the r se latter 1 are non-existent. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA ’ L-DALLINA 

§ Tabari gives the explanations of a Ba$ran and a Kufan grammarian of the 
particle «/<a» in accordance with their explanations of *ghair» summarized 
above. TabarT prefers the Kufan opinion which explains «ghair» as negating 

and «wa-la» as continuing the negation ( = not nor . . .). The Basran is Abu 

'Ubaida, and the Kufan al-Farra'. 2 

U Lead us on the path of those on whom You have bestowed 
favour, not of those who have incurred r Your 1 wrath, nor of those who 
are astray. 

(...) 

r Those who are astray 1 are those whom God has described in His 
Revelation: « ‘People of the Book, go not beyond the bounds in your 
religion, other than the truth, and follow not the caprices of a people 
who went astray before, and led many astray, and now again have gone 
astray from the right way.’» (5: 77) 

§ Using the same reasoning as before, in order to prove that the people 
mentioned in 5: 77 are those who are described as astray in 1:7, TabarT cites 
Traditions [207-220] which name the Christians as those astray. For the 
interpretation of 5: 77 as referring to Christians, see Exeg. 5: 77. But although 
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the Jews are called ‘those who have incurred God’s wrath’ and the Christians 
‘those who are astray’, both groups, according to TabarT, have both attributes. 
He also takes the opportunity to refute another argument of the Qadanya, 3 
who upheld the doctrine of free will. Some of them claimed that the fact that 
God did not say that He had led the Christians astray, or that He had made the 
Jews objects of His wrath, but that they had gone astray and incurred His 
wrath respectively, proved their opinion that man was free to choose what he 
did. T a ban argues against this position on the grounds that its proponents had 
a limited knowledge of Arabic and of causality, and he affirms that God is the 
real cause of man’s actions. 

★ * * 

A QUESTION THAT HERETICS WHO DEFAME THE QUR’AN ASK 

objection: You began this book of yours by describing clarity of 
expression ( bayan ), Stating 1 that the highest degree and the most 
elevated status of it is that which is most expressive in explaining the 
purpose of the explainer, clearest in regard to the intention of the 
speaker, and closest to the understanding of anyone who heard it. You 
said, moreover, that the discourse most worthy of being thus •called 1 is 
the Discourse of God, because of its excellence over all other discourses 
in being at the summit of the degrees of clear discourse. 4 So what is the 
reason, if it is as you describe it, for the lengthening of the Discourse, as 
r in this 1 sura, the umm al-kitab, to seven verses? Surely all the meanings in 
this sura are contained in verses 3 and 4, since there can be no doubt that 
whoever understands what « Sovereign over the Day of Reckoning » 
means will also know Him by His Most Beautiful Names and His Most 
Perfect Attributes. And whoever obeys God must, without doubt, 
follow in his religion the path of those on whom God has bestowed 
favour, and must deviate from the path of those who have incurred 
rHis 1 wrath and are astray. What more wisdom is there in the five other 
verses apart from that which is contained in the two verses mentioned? 

reply: God, exalted is His mention, brought together for our 
Prophet, Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him 
peace, in the Book revealed to him, meanings which He had The perfec- 
never assembled in any Book He had revealed to a previous rion °[_ th , e 

prophet, or to any previous community. For all the Books meanings 
He had previously revealed to His prophets were revealed 
with only some of the meanings assembled in the Book revealed to 
Muhammad: for example, the Torah, which is religious exhortations 
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(1 mawaiz ) and detailed setting forth (tafstl), and the Psalms, which are 
great praising and glorification, and the Evangel, which is religious 
exhortations and a reminder ( tadhkTr ). In none of these was there any 
miracle attesting the truthfulness of the one who received the 
Revelation. But the Book revealed to Muhammad contained all these 
meanings, as well as many more missing from these other Books. We 
have already mentioned these things in this book. 5 

Among the most noble of the meanings by which our Book is 
distinguished over previous scriptures are its marvellous order, its 
extraordinary formal coherence, and the unique nature of its compo- 
sitional structure. Orators cannot match the orderly arrangement of 
^ven 1 its shortest pieces, rhetoricians exhaust themselves trying to 
describe the form of •even 1 a part of it, poets are baffled by its 
“L com P osition - And the understanding of intellectuals be- 
Qur‘an’s comes dull witted before it, incapable as they are of imitating 

structure it; for they can do nothing when faced by it but submit and 

affirm that it comes from the One, the Vanquisher. 
Moreover, it contains •"other" 1 meanings not assembled in any other Book 
brought down from heaven to earth: passages which attract ( targtb ) and 
passages which instill fear ( tarhtb ), imperatives to act and imperatives to 
refrain from acting, and narrative, dialectics, and parables. 

However protracted parts of it may be, as in the first sura, God 
wished, as we have previously said, •"first" 1 to assemble the proof of the 
prophethood of our Prophet Muhammad — through its extraordinary 
formal coherence and remarkable order, with its renunciation of the 
metres of the poets, the rhymed prose of the soothsayers, 6 the speeches 

The ec orators ’ the elo 9 uent epistles of the rhetoricians; 

of the divine* through the inability of all mankind to imitate its form, 

discourse and of all God’s servants to create as orderly an 

arrangement. •"Secondly, He wished to assemble, 1 
through the praise, glorification, and eulogy which it contains, that 
which would inform His servants of His glory, His authority, His 
power, and the magnificence of His Kingdom, so that they would 
remember His blessings, give praise for His favours, and thereby be 
worthy of more from Him, and merit His abundant reward. r Thirdly, 
He wished to assemble," 1 through the description which it contains of 
those on whom He has bestowed knowledge of Him and granted 
success in following Him, that which would inform His servants that 
all the bounties which befall them in their religion and in their worldly 
life come from Him, so that they would direct their longing towards 
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Him, and seek their needs from Him and not from anything *"they 
might think 1 equal to Him — other divinities or partners. r Fourthly, He 
wished to assemble, 1 through mentioning in it the examplary 
retribution He brought down on those who disobeyed Him, and the 
punishments which befell those who went against His command, that 
which would cause His servants to fear perpetrating acts of disobe- 
dience to Him and exposing themselves to His anger, against which 
they have no power, thereby r causing Him 1 to deal with them in 
punishment and retribution in the way r He deals with 1 the damned 
who have perpetrated these things. 

This is the reason for the extended discourse of the first sura, as well 
as of the similar parts of the other suras of the Furqan. It is the 
far-reaching Wisdom, the perfect Proof. 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘When the servant says « Praise 
belongs to God, the Lord of the worlds », God says “ My servant 
has praised Me. ” When he says «the Merciful, the Compassion- 
ate*, He says “My servant has lauded Me.” When he says 
« Sovereign over the Day of Reckoning*, He says “ My servant has 
glorified Me, indeed this is for Me. ” When he says « You only do 
we worship, to You alone we pray for succour*, up to the end of 
the sura, He says “ Indeed, this is for him. [221-3] 

=>Jabir b. *Abd Allah al-Ansan: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘God said: “ I have divided the prayer 
(salat) between Myself and My servant into two halves; he shall 
have what he has asked for.” When the servant says « Praise 
belongs to Allah, the Lord of the worlds*, God says “ My servant 
has praised me.” When he says «the Merciful, the Compassion- 
ate*, He says “My servant has lauded Me.” When he says 
« Sovereign over the Day of Reckoning*, He says “ My servant has 
glorified Me. ” He says “ This is for Me, the rest is for him. ” ’ [224] 

1 See Intro, n. 51. 

2 See Sh. & Sh., I, 190, ns. 4 and 5, and Trans. Intro., p. xiii. 

3 See Exeg. 1 : 4, pp. 69-^7 r . 

4 See Intro., p. 9 and nil. 

* See Intro., p. 30-31. 

6 See Intro., p. 10 and n. 12. 



THE SURA IN WHICH THE COW 
(BAQARA) IS MENTIONED 


2 : i 

'r 1 ' 

a l if— lam — mtm 

THE INTERPRETATION OF r THE LETTERS 1 
ALIF — LAM — MIM 1 

[t] first opinion: Some of the exegetes said that it is one of the 
names of the Qur’an. [=>Qatada, 225; =>Mujahid, 226; =>Ibn Juraij, 
227] 

second opinion: And some said they are opening Hetters 1 by 
which God begins the Qur’an. [=>Mujahid, 228] 

(•■) 

third opinion: And others said it is a name of the sura. 

=>*Abd Allah b. Wahb: 

I asked ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid b. Aslam about the words of 
God: « Alif— lam — mtm * dhalika ’l-kitab», « Alif— lam — mtm * 
tanztl », and «Alif—ldm — mim — rd’* tilka » (suras 2, 32, and 13 
respectively). He said: ‘My father r , Zaid b. Aslam, 1 said: “They 
are nothing but the names of the suras.” ’ [232] 

fourth opinion: And some said it is the greatest Name of God. 
=>A 1 -Suddl: 

Ibn ‘Abbas said r , concerning «Ha — mTm» (suras 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 
45, 46), «Ta — sin — mtm » (suras 26 and 28) and « Alif —lam — mim» 
(suras 2, 3,29, 30, 31, and32) n : ‘They are the greatest Name of God.’ 
[233, and =>A 1 -Suddl =*>Murrat al-HamadanT, 234] 
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=>A 1 -Sha*bl: 

The openings of the suras are among the Names of God. [235] 

fifth opinion: And some said it is an oath which God used, and is 
one of His Names [ =>'Ikrima, 237] 

sixth opinion: And some said they are discrete letters from nouns 
and verbs, each letter standing for a different meaning. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r «Alif— lam — mtm » means:* 1 Ana ‘ llahu a'lam ( — I, God, most 
knowing). [238, and =>Sa'Id b. Jubair, 239] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, ^*Ibn Mas'ud, and ^-A group of Companions: 

« Alif— lam — mtm » is an ’’acronym 1 derived from letters of Names 
of God, exalted is His praise. [240] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r « Alif— lam — mint », « Ha ' — mtm » and «Niin» (sura 68) are 1 acro- 
nym^ 1 . [241] 

seventh opinion: And some said they are letters of a posited 
alphabet. 

=>Mujahid: 

All the opening Hetters 1 of the suras, «Qaf» (50), «Sad» (38), 
«Hd’—mTm», « Ta’— sin — mtm », and the others, are a posited 
alphabet. 2 [242] 

eighth opinion: And some said that each of the letters comprises 
various different meanings. 

=>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas: 

All languages have in common these ’’three 1 letters out of the 
twenty-nine r of the Arabic alphabet 1 . 3 Each one of them is the 
key of one of His Names; each one of them is in r one of the names 
of 1 His blessings and His trials; each one of them is in the duration 
and term of a people. Jesus, the son of Mary, said: ‘How 
wondrous! They speak r using the letters which stand for 1 His 
Names, and they live through His sustenance. How can they deny 
Him?’ (...) The alif is the key of His Name ‘Allah’, the lam of His 
Name ‘ iatif ’ ( = r the 1 Gentle), and the mtm of His Name ‘ majid ’ 


Sura 2, verse 1 

(= •’the 1 Glorious); the alif stands for the blessings (ala) of God, the 
lam for His Gentleness (lutf), and the mm for His Glory (majd)\ the 
alif is one year, the lam thirty, and the mtm forty. 4 [243 and 244] 

ninth opinion: And others said they are letters used according to 
their numerical values, 5 but we disapprove of citing the one of whom 
this is related because his transmitter is one whose narrations and 
reports are not trustworthy. Moreover, a similar tradition has just been 
given from al-RabT* b. Anas. 

tenth opinion: And some of them said that every scripture has a 
secret, and the secret of the Qur’an is its opening ’"letters 1 . 

[l] first opinion: Some of them have said they are some of the 
letters of the alphabet, and the mention of those of them which are 
mentioned at the beginnings of the suras means that the mention of the 
rest of them, which amount to twenty-eight letters in all, is redundant. 
This is just the same as someone saying ‘ABC’ and not needing to 
mention the other letters r of the alphabet 1 . . . . From this point of 
view r , the next phrase in the sura 1 , «This is the Book*, is in the 
nominative because the phrase means: There is no doubt in all of 
’these 1 : the alif the lam, and the mtm, from the individual letters r of the 
alphabet, and 1 this Book which has been sent down to you 
(...) 

SECOND opinion: And others said instead that the beginnings of 
the suras started with these letters 1 because the polytheists, whose 
attitude was to avoid r listening to 1 the Qur’an, would prick up their 
ears when they heard them; then, whenever they gave ear, that which 
was composed of r the letters 1 would be recited to them. 

THIRD opinion: And one said that the letters which open the suras 
are ’just 1 letters with which God begins His speech. To the objection 
that there cannot be anything in the Qur’an which has no meaning, 
there is the reply that He begins with them so that it may be known 
that the previous sura has come to an end and that He has started 
another, He has made them a sign for the break between them. J 

FURTHER OBSERVATIONS 

§ Tabari goes through the opinions which he has described, giving further 
facets which arise from them: those who said that «alif—lam — mTm» is a name 
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for the Qur’an may either have meant the whole Qur’an, so that the 
beginning of the second sura is a kind of oath: ‘By the Qur’an, . . or they 
may have meant that the letters are the name of the sura which thus may be 
referred to in short form by its letters. 

Now those who said that these are opening letters 1 with which God 
begins His speech make a similar claim to that of the Arabic expert who, 
as we have narrated, said that it is an indication that one sura has been 
finished and another is being started, a sign of the break between them.J 

Those who said they are discrete letters, some from God’s Names, 
others from His attributes, and that every letter has a different 
meaning from every other letter, follow a poetic convention in their 
interpretation. 

§ Tabari gives examples from ordinary speech and poetry where single 
letters or shortened words are used as abbreviations for words, and a Tradition 
[=>Muhammad b. Sirin, 245], where an initial letter is used to refer to an action. 

As for those who said that each letter in « alif— lam — mim » and similar 
expressions indicates various meanings, in the way we mentioned from 
al-Rabl' b. Anas, they offered the same kind of solution as r did the 
previous group 1 who said that it is to be interpreted as ana * llahu a'lam 
in that every letter in it is one letter of a complete word, and that there 
is no need to mention the whole word because it is indicated by r the 
letter 1 . However, they differed from them with respect to r what 1 each 
of these letters r stands for 1 : whether it is from the word which the first 
group claimed it comes from, or from another r word n . They said that 
in fact the alif in « alif— lam — mim » is from a variety of words and 
signifies the meanings of all of them. They said that each of these letters 
is singled out and isolated from the rest of the letters of this word only 
because if all the letters of the word were presented, the word which 
appeared — of which one of these separate letters would be a 

constituent — would only signify a single meaning, not two or more 

r Therefore 1 since God wished to signify by each of the letters of r the 
expression 1 many meanings belonging to one thing, it was necessary to 
isolate the letter which indicated these meanings, so that the people to 
whom it was directed might know that God did not intend to give just 
one meaning and to signify just one thing by what He addressed to 
them, but that He intended to signify many things by it. 

(-) 

§ The significance of the former theory, according to Tabari, is that God 
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opens His speech by describing Himself as the Omniscient from Whom 
nothing is concealed, and makes this a precedent to be followed by His 
servants in opening their speech, letters, and important tasks, in the same way 
as He begins other suras with complete phrases which glorify and praise Him, 
e.g., « Glory be to Him, Who carried His servant by night* (17: 1). 

As for those who said that they are letters according to their 
numerical values rather than with any different meanings, they 
argued that we know of no comprehensible meaning for the 
isolated letters except the numerical values, . . . and God cannot 
possibly address His servants except using repressions 1 they can 
understand. . . . They also relied on r the following Tradition 1 for 
their opinion. 

=>Jabir b. *Abd Allah b. Ri’ab: 

Abu Yasir b. Akhtab passed by the Messenger of God who was 
reciting the opening of the sura of the Cow: « alif— lam — mim * This 
is the book wherein is no doubt ». He came to his brother, Huyaiy 
b. Akhtab, among some Jews, and said: ‘By God, do you know 
that I heard Muhammad recite from what God has sent down 
to him: «Alif— lam — mim * This is the Book, wherein is no doubt »?’ 
They said: ‘You heard him r say that 1 ?’ He said ‘Yes.’ 

Then Huyaiy b. Akhtab went to the Messenger of God with 
that group of Jews, and they said: ‘O Muhammad, has it not been 
mentioned to us that you recite « Alif - lam - mim * This is the 
Book wherein is no doubt » in what has been sent down to you?’ 

Then the Messenger said: ‘Yes, indeed.’ So they said: ‘Did 
Gabriel bring you this from God?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ Then they said: 
God, exalted is His praise, sent prophets before you, but we are 
not aware that He explained to any of them the duration of his 
authority and how long his community would be sustained except 
to you.’ 

Then Huyaiy b. Akhtab turned to those who were with him 
and said to them: ‘The alif is “one”, the lam “thirty”, and the mim 
forty . This makes 71 years. Will you enter the religion of a 
prophet the duration of whose authority and the life of whose 
community is only 71 years?’ 

Then he turned to the Messenger of God and said: ‘O 
Muhammad, were there any more Hewers 1 with these?’ He said: 
Yes/ He said: ‘What were they?’ He said: ‘« Alif- lam -mim - 
sad*.' ‘This is more important and longer: the alif is “one”, the 
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lam “thirty”, the mim “forty”, and the sad “ninety”. This makes 
161 years. Are there any more than this, O Muhammad?’ 

He said: ‘Yes.’ He said: ‘What are they?’ He said: ‘ « Alif— lam — 
ra'*.' He said: ‘By God, this is more important and longer: the alif 
is “one”, the lam “thirty”, and the ra “two hundred”. This 
makes 23 1 years. Are there any more than this, O Muhammad?’ 

He said: ‘Yes. « Alif — lam — mim — rd V’ He said: ‘By Allah, this 
is more important and longer: the alif is “one”, the lam “thirty”, the 
mim “forty”, and the w’“two hundred”. This makes 271 years.’ 

Then he said: ‘Your affair has become obscure for us, O 
Muhammad, for we do not know whether you have been given a 
little r time n or a lot.’ 

Then they left him. But Abu Yasir said to his brother, Huyaiy 
b. Akhtab, and to the rabbis who were with him: ‘What do you 
know? Perhaps all of these lumbers 1 are summed up in the case of 
Muhammad: 71, 161, 231, and 271. That makes 734.’ They said: 
‘His affair still appears ambiguous to us.’ 

It is claimed that these verses were revealed about them: «It is He 
Who sent down upon you the Book, wherein are verses clear that 
are the Essence of the Book, and others ambiguous. *(3:7) [246] 

They said that this Tradition explicitly affirms the soundness of their 
interpretation in this regard and the erroneousness of the opinion of 
their opponents. 

tabari’s opinion: According to me, the proper interpretation 
of those openings of the suras which are letters of the alphabet is that 
God, exalted is His praise, made them discrete letters and did not join 
them together . . ., because He wished their pronunciation to signify 
many meanings, not rjust 1 one meaning, for each one of them. r This is 1 
just what al-Rabl* b. Anas said, although al-Rabi* confined himself to 
three meanings, without adding any more. 

The correct interpretation of them, according to me, is that every 
one of these letters comprises what al-Rabl* said, and also what the rest 
of the exegetes have said, except the opinion of that Arabic expert I 
mentioned who said that the interpretation is that they are r jusf letters 
of the alphabet r with no meaning, like ABC 1 . . . . For this latter is a 
pernicious error, because it is foreign to what all the Companions, the 
Followers, and the experts in exegesis and intepretation who followed 
in their footsteps have said. 
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objection: How can a single letter comprise the signification of 
many different meanings? 

reply: In the same way as a single word can 'equivocally 1 comprise 
many different meanings. Umma is used for ‘community of people’, for 
‘period of time’, for ‘man who is pious and obeys God’, and for 
‘religion’ and ‘religious community’; 6 din is used for ‘punishment’ and 
‘legal retaliation ( qisas )’, for ‘authority’ and ‘obedience’, for ‘submis- 
siveness’, for ‘reckoning’. And there are many more r homonyms 1 like 
these. . . . Similarly, God said «alif—lam — mim», « alif— lam — rd 
«alif—ldm — mim — sddr> t and the other letters of the alphabet which 
open the beginnings of the suras, and each letter signifies a variety of 
meanings, all of them comprising the Names of God and His attributes 
which the exegetes have mentioned in what we have related from 
them. 

§ Tabari shows how this interpretation of the opening letters is compatible 
with the remaining interpretations which he mentioned before, except one: 
that which claimed that the letters had no meaning, but were merely 
interjections. 

1 29 suras begin, directly after the basmala, with a letter, or group of letters, of the Arabic 
alphabet, which have been called the fawatih al-suwar ( = openers of the suras). For a list of these 
suras, and their opening letters, see the table in Watt (1970), pp. 206-10. Not only did these letters 
give rise to a wide variety of traditional exegetic opinions as to their revelational meanings, as 
Tabari demonstrates, but they have also excited much commentary by Western scholars, among 
whom they are known as ‘the mysterious letters’. For a discussion of the various opinions, both 
traditional and modem, see, e.g., the art. Kur’an in E.I. 11 , IV, esp. pp. 412-4. 

2 According to linguists in the Islamic tradition, words are ‘posited’ (maudu 1 ) for their 
meanings. That is to say, the meaning has priority over the word, which is posited to convey that 
meaning, and thus enters the language to represent that meaning whenever it is expressed. There is 
disagreement about who originally posits words for meanings, but in Tabari's seventh opinion 
about the opening letters the positer is clearly God. The sense of the Tradition quoted by Tabari 
would seem to be that certain letters were posited by God to convey meanings, and thus form a 
kind of symbolic alphabet; however, nothing more than this can be said, because these meanings 
are not known and have not been explained. 

3 This includes the combination of lam— alif as a separate letter. 

4 This is in accordance with the ancient Arabic system of writing numbers with letters of the 
alphabet, in which the letters are in a different order from the usual. The system is known as abjad, 
from its first four letters, alif— ba —jim — dal, which correspond to the numbers i — 2 — 3 — 4. 

5 Hutu/ min hisab al-jummal. See the preceding note. 

6 The word umma occurs with the meaning ‘period of time’ in 11:8, and with the meaning 
‘pious man’ in 16: 120. 
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dhalika * l-kitabu la raiba fT-hi hudan li-’l-muttaqwa 

This is the Book about which there is no doubt, a guidance for 

the God-fearing, 

THE INTERPRETATION OF DHALIKA ’L-KITAB 

Most of the exegetes said that the interpretation of the words of God, 
the Sublime, « dhalika ’l-kitab* is: This r is the" 1 Book. 

=s»Mujahid: 

r « Dhalika ’ l-kitab » 1 It means: It r is this 1 Book. [247] 

=>Tkrima: 

r It means: 1 This r is the 1 Book. [248. Also =>Al-SuddT, 249; =>Ibn 
Juraij and Ibn 'Abbas, 250] 

objection: How can dhdlik ( = that) have the meaning of hadha 
( = this)? There can be no question that hadha indicates something 
present which can be seen, and that dhdlik indicates something absent, 
not present and not visible. 

reply: This is possible because whatever has just been mentioned and 
is then referred to 'again 1 is like something present to the person 
addressed, even though it may mean something which is not present. 
... It is thus with dhdlik in « dhalika ’l-kitab*, because He, exalted is His 
remembrance, preceded « dhalika ’ l-kitab * with «alif— lam — mint » — 
whose freedom in its various aspects to take on the kind of meanings 
we described has been mentioned — and then He said to His prophet: ‘O 
Muhammad, this, which I have mentioned and made clear to you, is 
the Book.’ Therefore, it was proper to put dhdlik in place of hadha, 
because it indicates a reference to the meanings included in His saying 
«alif— lam — mim», just after the reference to it has occurred in r His 
saying 1 «alif— lam — mint*. Since reference to it has just been made, it 
becomes like something present to the one it was pointed out to, so He 
referred to it by dhdlik because of its having just r been mentioned 1 . . . . 


Sura 2, verse 2 

It is 'also 1 possible that His words «This is the Book» mean the suras 
which He sent down before the sura of the Cow in both Mecca and 
Medina. It is as if He were saying to His Prophet: ‘O Muhammad, 
whatever is contained in the suras of the Book which I have sent down 
to you is the Book in which there is no doubt.’ Then the exegetes 
interpret it, giving dhalika the meaning ‘This is the Book’, since these 
suras which were sent down before the sura of the Cow form a part of 
this whole Book of ours which God sent down to His prophet, 
Muhammad. 

The first interpretation is the preferable one according to what the 
exegetes say, because, of all the things they say about dhalika, this is the 
most obvious. 

§ Taban then mentions a view about « dhalika* being indirectly used with the 
meaning of hadha based on a poetic quotation. Some exegetes have also said 
that « dhalika * means the Torah and Evangel. Tabari comments that this 
interpretation avoids the problem of the meaning of dhalika, because it would 
then genuinely be referring to something absent. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF LA RAIBA FI-HI 

If About which there is no doubt. [=>Mujahid, 251; =>'Ata’, 252; 
=>A 1 -Suddl, 253; =>Ibn Mas'ud, =>Ibn 'Abbas, and =>A group of 
Companions, 254; =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 255 and 256; =>Qatada, 257- 
=>al-RabI* b. Anas, 258] $ 

. . - ‘Which’ refers to ‘the Book’, and it means: There is no doubt 
about this Book, that it is from God, a guidance for the God-fearing. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF HUDAN 

=>A 1 -Sha*bl: 

r « Hudan* means: 1 Guidance from going astray. [259] 

=^Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and ^*A group of Companions: 
r « Hudan li-’l-muttaqin* means: 1 A light for the God-fearing. [260] 

Huda, in this context, is a verbal noun derived from the expression ‘I 
guided ( hadaitu ) so-and-so along the way’, when one showed it to him, 
pointed it out to him, made it clear to him. 

objection: Is the Book of God, then, a light only for the 
God-fearing? Is it right guidance only for the believers? 
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r epl y: It is as our Lord has described it. If it had been a light for other 
than the God-fearing, right guidance for other than the believers, God 
would not have singled the God-fearing out for deceiving 1 guidance. 
Instead, He would have included in it all those who had been warned. 1 
However, it is a guidance for the God-fearing, a remedy for what 
troubles' 1 the breasts of the believers, r but 1 a hollow ring in the ears of 
the deniers and a blinder of the vision of the repudiators; it is God’s 
effective proof against the unbelievers. The believer is guided by it, and 
the unbeliever confuted. 

[l]: « hudan »: 2 first opinion: It is in the accusative because it is 
separated from ‘Book’, for it is indefinite while ‘Book’ is definite r i.e., it 
is not an adjective attached to ‘Book’, but is a ‘state’ ( hal ) referring to 
«dhalika ’ l-kitab »T 3 In this case, the interpretation is: «Alif— lam — mim » 
is this Book, r being 1 a guidance for the God-fearing. . . . 

second opinion: It is in the accusative due to its being separated 
from the pronomial reference to ‘Book’ in ‘about which’, giving the 
meaning: Alif—ldm — mim, about which there is no doubt, r being" 1 a 
guidance. 

third opinion: It could also be in the accusative for both these 
reasons, i.e., on the basis of its grammatical 1 separation both from the 
‘which’ in ‘in which’ and from ‘Book’, and r on the basis of 1 
«alif—ldm — mlm» forming a complete locution on its own, as in the 
meaning given by Ibn ‘Abbas: I, God, most knowing. ‘This is the Book’ 
is then a new sentence. . . . 

fourth opinion: If «hudan» is taken to be in the nominative, ‘This 
is the Book’ must open a new sentence, and «alif—ldm — mtm» must 
be a complete locution standing on its own; unless it were nomina- 
tive through Hhaving 1 a laudatory meaning r , i.e., ‘O guidance . . ,’ 1 . 4 

Now there could be three reasons for « hudan »’s being in the 
nominative. One is the one we have just mentioned. . . . Another is that 
r the sentence means: ‘This book is a guidance’ 1 . . . . And the third is that 
r it means ‘This is the Book about which there is no doubt, a guidance’ 1 
. . and is like «This is a Book We have sent down, blessed* (6: 92). 

§ T a ban does not decide between these different readings of the case ending 
of «hudan». He ends the section by giving four opinions from an early Kufan 
grammarian, 5 two for the nominative reading and two for the accusative. 
These are reasons which correspond to the ones he has already given, but he 
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dismisses them in this case because of internal inconsistencies in the 
grammarian’s arguments. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF L1-’ L-MUTTAQIN A 
=>A 1 -Hasan Lil-BasrT 1 : 

r The God-fearing 1 fear what they have been forbidden, and fulfil 
what has been imposed on them. [261] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r The God-fearing: 1 Those who are on their guard against God’s 
punishment lest they abandon what guidance (hudan) they are 
aware of, and who hope for His mercy for affirming the truth of 
what He has brought. [262] 

^Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

They are the believers. [263] 

=>Abu Bakr b. ‘Aiyash: 

Al-A mash asked me about «the God-fearing*. I answered him. 
Then he said to me: ‘Ask al-Kalbl about it.’ So I asked him, and he 
said. Those who keep away from the major sins.’ I came back to 
al-A mash, and he said: ‘We are of the opinion that it is like this.’ 
And He did not deny it. [264] 

=^Qatada: 

r The God-fearing: 1 Those whom r God 1 has characterized and 
described, and then has confirmed their qualities, saying: « r Those 1 
who believe in the Unseen, and perform the prayer, and expend of 
what We have provided them* (2: 2). [265] 

(••) 

The best interpretation of God’s words «a guidance for the 
God-fearing* is that of those who characterize these people as being 
those who fear God with respect to the perpetration of what He has 
forbidden them to do and thus keep away from acts of disobedience to 
Him, and r who"* fear him in those duties He has commanded them to 
perform 1 and thus obey Him in performing them. For God has 
attributed fear of God ( taqwa) to them, without limiting their fear of 
Him to some things which He deserves *"to be feared in 1 and not others. 
Thus no one can restrict the meaning of this r term 1 by describing them 
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as fearing God in one thing and not another unless r he gives 1 a proof 
which absolutely demands acceptance. For God would not have failed 
to clarify for His servants such a characteristic of these people — i (taqwd 
were limited to a special, rather than a general, meaning — either in His 
Book or from the tongue of His Messenger. 

(...) 

1 The warned are those to whom a Messenger has been sent with a scripture which warns of 
the consequences of not obeying God. 

2 Because hudan is a noun formed from a root whose final consonant is a yd, it has only one case 
ending and there is thus an ambiguity about whether it is in the nominative or not. 

3 For this grammatical construction see Trans. Intro., pp. xxxvii-xxxviii. 

4 Tabari refers to an alternative reading of 31: 3 (•hudan wa-rahmatun * — both in the 
nominative — •li-‘l-muhsinm») where hudan becomes an expression praising dyat (-signs) in the 
preceding verse. Sura 3 1 is another which begins with « alif -lam- mini », and this alternative reading 
gives: • Alif—ldm — mim; these are the signs of the wise Book — O guidance and mercy for the 
good-doers — ». . . . 

5 AI-Farra’ (1955), 1 , 10-12 (Sh. & Sh., 1 , 232, n. 3). 
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alladhina yu’minuna bi-’l-ghaibi wa-yuqimuna ’l-salata wa-mim-ma 
razaqna-hum yunjiquna 

who believe in the Unseen, and perform the prayer, and expend 
of that with which We have provided them; 


THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLADHINA YUMINUNA 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r « (Those) who believe »: Those who 1 attest to Its 1 truth. [267 and 
268] 

=>A 1 -Rabl‘: 

r « (Those) who believe*: 1 Those who fear. [269] 

=>A 1 -Zuhn: 

Belief is action. [270] 


=>*Abd Allah r b. Mas'ud 1 : 

Belief is attesting to the truth. [271] 

Belief (tman) for the Arabs is attesting to the truth (tasdiq) r of 
something 1 : someone who verbally attests to the truth of something is 
called a believer in it, and someone who attests to the truth of what he 
says by what he does is called a believer. Hence the words of God r in 
which Jacob s sons fabricate the story of Joseph’s disappearance before 
their father 1 : «‘You would never believe us, even if we spoke the 
truth.’*, i.e., you would never attest to the truth of what we said. Fear 

of God may also come into the meaning of ‘belief ‘Belief is a word 

which combines the acknowledgement of God, His Book, and His 
Messenger, with the attestation of this acknowledgement by action. 
Since this is the case, the best interpretation of this verse, the closest 
resemblance to the attribute of these people, is that they are 
characterized by their attestation of the Unseen through word, faith, 
and deed, for God has not restricted r the description of 1 them to one 
meaning of belief rather than another, but has made their description 
by r this term 1 general, without specifying one of its meanings extracted 
from their description through either a report or some r e vidence of the 1 
intellect. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF BI-’l-GHAIB 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r «In the Unseen*: 1 In what comes from Him, i.e., from God, 
exalted be His praise. [272] 

=s-Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

The Unseen is what is concealed from the servants of the affair of 
the Garden and the affair of the Fire, and what God has mentioned 
in the Qur an. They — i.e., the believers among the Arabs — did 
not attest to its truth on the basis of any scripture r apart from the 
Qur an 1 or of any ^ther 1 knowledge they had. [273] 

=>Zirr: 

r The Unseen is 1 the Qur’an. [274] 

=>A 1 -Rab!‘ b. Anas: 

They believe in God, His angels, His Messengers, and the Last 
Day, in His Garden and His Fire, and in the Meeting ( liqa *) with 
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Him. They believe in the life after death. All of this is the Unseen. 

[276] 

The basic meaning of ghaib is everything which is concealed from 
one. . . . 

The interpreters differed concerning the identity of the people about 
whom God revealed these two verses r , 2: 2 and 3, 1 at the beginning of 
this sura; r they also differed 1 concerning the qualities and attributes by 
which He described them — their belief in the Unseen, and the other 
meanings of their attributes besides this, which these two verses include. 

[tJ: first opinion: r The believers in the Unseen 1 are specifically 
the Arabs who believed, and not any other believers from among the 
people of scripture ( ahl al-kitab). They argued the correctness of what 
they said and the truth of their interpretation from the verse r 2: 3 1 which 
follows these two verses, i.e., the words of God: «and who believe in 
what has been sent down to you and what has been sent down before 
you*. They said that the Arabs had no scripture whose truth they 
professed, which they acknowledged, and according to which they 
acted, before the Book which God sent down to Muhammad. 
Scripture then belonged only to the people of the two scriptures r , i.e., 
the Jews and the Christians 1 , not r the Arabs 1 . r The proponents of this 
view 1 said that, since God gave tidings of those who believe in what was 
sent down to Muhammad and in what was sent down before that, after 
specifically referring to the believers in the Unseen, they knew that each 
group differs from the other, and that the believers in the Unseen are a 
kind other than those who attested to the truth of the two scriptures, 
one of which was sent down to Muhammad, and the other of which 
r was sent down 1 to those before the Messenger of God. 

So they said that, since this is the case, their interpretation is 
correct, that « r those 1 who believe in the Unseen* are only those who 
believe in what was previously 1 concealed from them about the 
Garden and the Fire, about Reward and Punishment and the 
Awakening r of the dead 1 , about attesting to the reality of God, His 
angels, His Books, and His Messengers, and all that which God has 
enjoined adherence to on His servants which the Arabs did not profess 
in their time of ignorance ( jahiliya )*; r it is these who are «the believers 
in the Unseen* 1 and no one else. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of the Companions: 

« r Those 1 who believe in the Unseen » are those Arabs who believe 


«and perform the prayer and expend of that with which We have 
provided them*. The Unseen is what was concealed from the 
Arabs about the Garden and the Fire and what God mentions in 
the Qur’an. They did not attest to the truth of this on the basis of a 
Book r other than the Qur’an 1 or of any Hither 1 knowledge which 
they had. «And who believe in what has been sent down to you 
and what has been sent down before you*, these are the believers 
among the people of scripture. [277] 

second opinion: Some said rather that these four verses'", 2 : 2-5 1 
were sent down specifically concerning the believers of the people of 
scripture, because of their belief in the Qur’an when God informed 
them in it about the concealed things which they had hidden among 
themselves and kept secret. When God disclosed this to His prophet in 
His Revelation, they knew that it was from God, so they believed in the 
Prophet and attested to the truth of the Qur’an and the information in it 
about r alP the Hither 1 concealed things which they did not know. 

THIRD opinion: Some said rather that the four verses from the 
beginning of this sura were sent down to Muhammad as a description 
of all believers whose description this is, Arabs and non- Arabs ('ajam), 
people of the two scriptures, and others. This is a description of just J 
single category of people: the believers in what God sent down to 
Muhammad and in what was sent down before him are the believers in 
the Unseen. They said that God attributed to them belief in what was 
sent down to Muhammad and what was sent down before him after 
attributing to them belief in the Unseen because . . . r the information 1 
that they believed in the Fire, the Garden, the Awakening, and the 
other things which God has commanded belief in which are invisible or 
which are to come and have not yet come, was a meaning which did 
not include the information that they believed in what Muhammad 
and the Messengers and Books before him had brought. They said that, 
since the meaning of His words « and who believe in what has been sent 
down to you and what has been sent down before you » is not contained 
in His words « who believe in the Unseen*, the servants needed to know 
their characteristic according to the former '"description 1 in order to 
know them, just as they needed to know them according to the Hatter 1 
description ... in order to know what actions of His servants pleased 
Him and what qualities He loved. It was through this — if their Lord 
granted them success in it— that they would become believers. 
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=^>Mujahid: 

Four verses of the sura of the Cow are concerned with a 
description of the believers. Two verses are concerned with a 
description of the unbelievers. And thirteen verses are concerned 
with the hypocrites. 2 [278, 279, and 280] 

=>A 1 -Rabi * b. Anas: 

Four verses from the opening of this sura — i.e., the sura of the 
Cow are about those who believe, and two verses are about the 
chiefs of the factions (qddat al-ahzab ). 3 [281] 

tabarT’s opinion: In my view, the opinion most likely to be 
correct, and the most suitable for the interpretation of the Book, is the 
first, viz., that those whom God described as believing in the Unseen 
are not those whom He described as believing in what was sent down 
to Muhammad and what was sent down to the Messengers before him, 
for the reasons I have mentioned before r , which were drawn 1 from 
those who held this opinion. 

A further reason 1 ... is that, after describing the believers by the 
two characteristics He used, and after dividing them in the same way as 
the unbelievers are Subsequently 1 divided, He distinguished two kinds 
r of unbelievers 1 . One ‘‘kind 1 He gave an imprint on their hearts, with a 
seal on them, with no hope of repentance; and the other r He described 
as 1 hypocritical, appearing on the outside to show belief, but hiding 
hypocrisy within. Thus the unbelievers come to be of two kinds, as did 
the believers at the beginning of the sura. He gave His servants a 
description of each category and its characteristic, and of the rewards 
and punishments He has prepared for each group, and reproached the 
blameworthy among them and praised the efforts of the obedient 
among them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YUQIMUNA 

Performing ( iqama , lit. = establishing, setting up) r the prayer means 1 
accomplishing it as it was prescribed for them, with its exact definitions 
(hadd, pi. hudud), precepts ( fard , pi. Jurud) [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 282], and 
what is obligatory ( wdjib ) in it J 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The performance of the prayer is all the inclinations ( ruku '), 
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prostrations ( sujiid ), recitations ( tildwa ), the total submission 
( khushii '), and giving of one’s attention (iqbdl), to it. 4 [283] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF AL-SALAT 

=>A 1 -Dhahhak: 

r « A l- salat »"* means the prescribed prayer. [284] 

In the speech of the Arabs, salat means a call (du V, = to call on, to 
supplicate).{ The prescribed prayer is, in my opinion, called the salat 
because the one who prays directs his attention to seeking success in his 
desire for God’s reward through his actions, as well as ‘‘success 1 in his 
asking his Lord for his needs, just as one who supplicates directs his 
attention, through his supplication to his lord, to seeking success for his 
needs and requests. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-M1M-MA RAZA QN A-HUM 
YUNF1QUNA 

[t]: FIRST OPINION 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r This means: 1 They give zakat , thereby seeking the reward of the 
hereafter. [285] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r This means: 1 The zakat on their possessions. 5 [286] 

^►Al-Dahhak: 

Expenditures ( nqfaqa ) were pious deeds by which people drew near 
to God according to their prosperity and effort. Then the 
obligations of charitable gifts ( sadaqat ) were revealed Hri 1 seven 
verses in the sura of Acquittal (9) in which charitable gifts are 
mentioned. These are the abrogating but unabrogated ‘verses 1 . 
[287] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

r Nqfaqa 1 is a man’s expenditure on his family (ahl ) . This r was what 
it meant 1 before the r obIigations of 1 zakat were revealed. [288] 
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Tabari’s opinion: The best interpretation of the verse, the most 
appropriate to the description of these people, is that they disbursed all 
that they had to from their possessions, whether it was zakat or 
necessary expenditure for any relatives, dependants, or others, for 
whom they were obliged to lay out expenditure for drawing near r to 
God 1 , for Securing 1 property, or whatever. This is because God 
generalized His description of them when He described them as 
expending what He has provided for them, and extolled them for this 
quality of theirs. Since He did not particularize praise of them or 
description of them by deferring to 1 one kind of praiseworthy 
expenditure to the exclusion of some other kind, either by direct 
communication or otherwise, it is clear that they were described with 
all the meanings of praiseworthy expenditure of the good things — 
goods and property — which their Lord provided for them, that is, 
what He made lawful with which nothing unlawful has been mixed. 

1 See above. Intro., n. 24. 

2 These are, respectively, 2: 2—5, 2: 6-7, 2: 8— 20. 

3 The chiefs of the factions (qddat al-ahzdb) were the chiefs of those groups who fought, or 
were prepared to fight, against Muhammad. More specifically, they were the chiefs of the 
Meccan tribes who fought against, and were defeated by, Mufiammad at the battle of Badr (see 
Exeg. 2: 6, n. 3). 

4 The ritual prayer (salat) should be distinguished from the du’a’, which more properly 
corresponds to the Christian idea of a prayer, being a supplication to God without any of the 
necessary ritual movements and recitations which make up the salat. A Muslim is ordinarily 
required to perform the ritual prayer five times a day, and each of these salats is made up of a 
certain number of raka’s (two in the morning prayer, four at noon and in the afternoon, three at 
sunset, and four in the early evening, although the {our-raka ' prayers may be halved by persons 
travelling or in danger) which each comprise a number of necessary components — there are also 
components which are not obligatory but are recommended — ; over and above the raka's there 
are certain ritual movements and recitations after the second raka’, and others with which the 
prayer must begin and end. As in most ritual worship in Islam, there are also certain 
prerequisites — in this case such matters as ritual purity, proper clothing, correct location — without 
the fulfilment of which the prayer becomes invalid. The Traditions cited here, and Tabarfs 
exegesis, point out that the proper execution of the ritual prayer requires the performance of all 
the necessary constituents and prerequisites, as well as the worshipper’s being in the correct state of 
mind. The word salat is also used for other ritual prayers, notably the supererogatory prayers at 
night and before and after the main ritual prayers, as well as the Friday congregational prayer 
(salat al-jum'a), the prayer for rain, die prayer in the event of an eclipse, an earthquake, or any 
other fear-inducing natural phenomenon, and the prayer for the dead. 

5 Zakat is a tax on certain kinds of property: field crops, fruit, certain domestic animals, gold 
and silver, and merchandise. The amount payable depends on the kind of property, and, in the 
first two cases, on whether the land is artificially irrigated or not. It is distributed to certain 
categories of persons, for which see 9: 60. 
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wa-lladhma yu‘ minuna bi-ma unzila ilay-ka wa-ma unzila min 
qabli-ka wa bi-l-akhirati hum yuqiniina 


and who believe in what has been sent down to you and what 
was sent down before you, and are certain of the Last ■’Abode 1 ; 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’lLADHINA YU’MINUNA 
BI-MA UNZILA ILAY-KA WA-MA UNZILA MIN QABLI-KA 

An explanation of those described here, and of what sort of people 
they are, has been given. We shall mention, however, what has been 
narrated from those from whom a statement about its interpretation 
has been narrated. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r lt means: Those who 1 affirm your veracity in what you brought 
from God and what the Messengers who were sent before you 
brought, without making a distinction between them, or rejecting 
■anything of 1 what they brought them. [289] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas‘ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

They are the believers from among the people of scripture. [290] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-BI- ’L-AKHIRATI 
HUM YUQINUNA 

Akhira ( = last) is an attribute of the Abode ( dar ), as God says: « Surely 
the Last Abode ( al-ddr al-akhira) is Life, but they do not know.» (29: 64) 
. . . r It is called 1 akhira because it is preceded by the first (ula) ■’abode 1 
which is before it. . . . It may also have been called akhira because of its 
deferment ( ta’akhkhur ) after creation, just as this world is called dunya 
because of its proximity ( duniiw ) to creation. 

As for the certainty with respect to the Hereafter which God ascribes 
to those who believe in what He sent down to His prophet 
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Muhammad and to the Messengers before him, it means their certainty 
concerning that which the polytheists denied, the Awakening, the 
Resurrection ( nushur ), Reward and Punishment, the Reckoning ( hisab ) 
and the Balance ( mtzan ), and the other things which God has prepared 
for His creatures on the Day of the Resurrection ( yaum al-qiyama). 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

That is to say r they are certain 1 of the Awakening and the 
Resurrection, the Garden and the Fire, the Reckoning and the 
Balance, i.e., r they are 1 not those who claim to believe in what had 
come before you, but reject what has come to you from your 
Lord. [291] 

This interpretation of Ibn 'Abbas makes it clear that, although the 
verses at the beginning of the sura describe the believers, the sura, from 
its beginning, ’’actually 1 alludes to a condemnation by God of the 
unbelievers among the people of scripture, those who claimed to attest 
the truth of what the Messengers of God who were before Muham- 
mad had brought, but who gave Muhammad the lie, disavowed what 
he brought, and maintained, despite their disavowal, that they were the 
rightly guided; r they claimed 1 that only Jews and Christians would 
enter the Garden. ... In r the next verse, 1 « those are upon the guidance 
from their Lord, those are the ones who prosper#, God confirms the 
matter of the believers among the Arabs and the people of scripture 
who affirm the truth of Muhammad and what was sent down to him 
and the Messengers before him, and informs r us 1 that they, exclusively, 
are the people of right guidance and prosperity and no one else, and 
that the others are the people of error and loss. 
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ula’ika 'ala hudati min rabbi-him wa-ula’ika humu ’ l-muflihuna 

there are under guidance from their Lord, these are the ones who 

prosper. 


j THE INTERPRETATION OF ULA’IKA * ALA HUDAN 

MIN RABBI-HIM 

i 

[Tj: first opinion: Some said that He meant the people with the 
preceding two attributes, i.e., the believers in the Unseen, and the 
believers in what had been sent down to Muhammad and to the 
Messengers before him. Together, they were described as being under 
guidance from Him, and as those who will prosper. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

« Those 1 who believe in the Unseen# are the believers among the 
Arabs. « ’Those 1 who believe in what has been sent down to you » 
j are the believers among the people of scripture. Then He 

combined the two groups and said: « these are under guidance 
i from their Lord, these are the ones who prosper . » [292] 

second opinion: And some said rather that He meant the 
God-fearing who believe in the Unseen. They are the ones who believe 
in what was sent down to Muhammad and in what had been sent 
down to the Messengers before him. 

third opinion: Others said rather that He meant those who 
believe in what was sent down to Muhammad and in what had been 
sent down to those before him. These are the believers among the 
people of scripture who attested to the veracity of Muhammad and 
what he brought, and had previously been believers in the other 
prophets and Books. 

(...) 

fABARl’s opinion: In our view, the best interpretation is that 
reported from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas, and that « those# refers to 
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both groups. ... We are of the opinion that this is the best 
interpretation because God described the two groups as praiseworthy, 
then He praised them fagain 1 , and He would not have praised one of 
the two groups exclusively, since they were equal in their attributes 
which deserved praise. Similarly, it is not admissible, in His justice, that 
they be equal as far as the reward they deserved for their actions was 
concerned, and that He reward one of them exclusively and not the 
other, and deprive the other of the reward for their actions. The same 
applies to the course of praising r them" 1 for •"actions 1 , for praise is one 
part of the reward. 

If: « r T 1 hose are under guidance from their Lord*: They •’proceed 1 
according to a light from their Lord, a proof, with rectitude and 
correctness, and with God directing them and granting them success. 

=s>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r « Those* who «are under guidance from their Lord* proceed 1 
according to a light from their Lord and go straight forward 
according to what came to them. [293] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ULA’lKA HUMU ’L-MUFLIHUNA 

If Those are the ones who are granted success, who attain what gain 
and reward they seek from God through their actions and their belief in 
God, His Books, and His Messengers, who achieve eternal life in the 
Gardens, and deliverance from the punishment which God has 
prepared for His enemies. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Those are the ones who prosper* means those who attain what 
they seek and are delivered from the evil from which they flee. 

[ 294 ] 

§ Tabari gives evidence from poetry for the interpretation of prosperity as 
attaining what is sought and having one’s needs satisfied. 
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intia lladhina kafaru sawa’un * alay-him a’andharta-hum am lam 
tundhir-hum la yu minima 

As for the unbelievers, alike it is to them whether you have 
warned them or have not warned them, they do not believe. 

[t]: first opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

* As for the unbelievers*, i.e., r those who did not believe 1 in what 
was sent down to you from your Lord, although they said: ‘We 
believe in what has come to us before you.’ [295] 

Ibn Abbas was of the opinion that this verse was sent down 
concerning the Jews who were in the environs of Medina at the time of 
the Messenger of God. It rebukes them for their disavowal of the 
prophethood of Muhammad and their accusation of lying against him, 
while they knew him and had knowledge that he was the Messenger of 
God to them and to all people. 

=s>Tkrima, or =>Sa*Id b. Jubair: 

Ibn Abbas said: ‘There are up to a hundred •Verses 1 at the 
beginning of the sura of the Cow which were sent down 
concerning men who were Jewish rabbis, and hypocrites from 
r the tribes 1 of Aus and Khazraj ’ [296] 

r Ibn 'Abbas 1 named •’them 1 by personal name and lineage. We do not 
wish to prolong the book by r mentioning all 1 their names. 1 

second opinion 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Messenger of God desired that all people should believe and 
follow the guidance, but God informed him that only those for 
whom God had previously determined felicity in the first mention 
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would believe, and only those for whom God had previously 
determined misery r in the Hereafter 1 in the first mention would 
go astray. [297] 

THIRD OPINION 

=>AI-RabT b. Anas r , =>Abu ’l-Aliya 1 : 2 

nrhese 1 two verses are about the chiefs of the factions They are 

those whom God mentions in this verse: «Have you not seen those 
who exchanged the bounty of God with unthankfulness, and 
caused their people to dwell in the abode of ruin? — Gehenna, 
wherein they are roasted; an evil establishment!* (14: 28 and 29). 
They were the ones who were killed on the day of r the battle of 1 
Badr. 3 [298] 

tabari’s opinion: The best of these interpretations is the r first 1 
one of Ibn Abbas [295]* although each of the opinions of those we have 
mentioned has a proper explanation. 

The explanation of those who interpret according to al-Rabl' b. 
Anas s opinion is that since God said about a group of the unbelievers 
that they will not believe, and that the warning will be of no use to 
them, and since there were fother 1 unbelievers whom God helped 
through the Prophet’s warning to them because they believed in God 
and the Prophet and what he brought from God after the revelation of 
this sura, the verse can only have been sent down concerning a 
particular •’group 1 of unbelievers. Since, moreover, there is no doubt 
that God did not help the chiefs of the factions through the Prophet’s 
warning to them up until He killed them at the hands of the believers 
on the day of Badr, it is quite clear that it is these people to whom God 
refers by this verse. 

However, the reason we chose the interpretation we did . . . is that 
•"this verse 1 . . . follows God’s speaking about the believers among the 
people of scripture, their description and characteristic 1 h 1 , and His 
extolling them for their believing in Him, and His Books and 
Messengers. It is most appropriate, then, to the Wisdom of God, that 
there should follow information about the unbelievers among them 
and their characteristics, disparagement of their behaviour and their 
conditions, public vilification of them, and dissociation from them. For 
the believers and polytheists among them, although their situations 
differed according to their religious beliefs, were all of the same kind, 
since they were r all from 1 the Children of Israel. 4 


So, at the beginning of this sura, God remonstrated to His Prophet 
against those rabbis ( habr , pi. ahbar ) of the Children of Israel who were 
polytheist Jews, and who, despite their knowledge of his prophethood, 
denied it, by disclosing to His Prophet what their rabbis had kept 
hidden and secret from r the ordinary Jews 1 so that most of them did not 
know it although their rabbis did, in order that they should understand 
that He who had given r the Prophet 1 knowledge of it was precisely He 
who had sent down the Book to Moses. For this was something which 
neither Muhammad, nor his people, nor his kinsfolk, knew about, and 
which they were not aware of, before the Furqan was sent down to 
him; so r the rabbis 1 could claim to be confused about him, about 
whether he was a prophet, and whether what he brought was from 
God r or not 1 . But how could they claim confusion about the 
truthfulness of an illiterate ( ummi ) 5 raised among illiterates, who 
could neither write, nor read, nor calculate? For it is said that if you 
can read books then you have knowledge, and if you can calculate 
then you can foretell the future from the stars. Yet r the Prophet 1 was 
sent to the rabbis, who could read and write — for they had studied 
books and were in charge of the communities— to inform them about 
their hidden faults, about their carefully guarded knowledge, about 
their secret traditions, and about the things which they concealed 
wnich •’even 1 the rabbis below them did not know. Surely it is not 
difficult to decide about someone like that, surely his truthfulness is 
altogether clear. 

(...) 

Now the meaning of kufr ( = unbelief) in «As for the unbelievers* is 
‘repudiation’: that is to say the rabbis among the Jews of Medina 
repudiated the prophethood of Muhammad and concealed it from 
the people, keeping it secret, although «they recognized it as they 
recognize their •own 1 sons.* (6: 20) The original meaning of kufr 
among the Arabs is ‘to conceal’ something. Thus the night is called a 
concealer’ because its darkness conceals what it envelops. J Likewise, 
the Jewish rabbis concealed the affair of Muhammad . . . from the 
people, although they knew about his prophethood and had dis- 
covered his description in their Books. ^Those about whom God sent 
^is verse are those 1 about whom God said: « Those who conceal 
the clear signs and the guidance that We have sent down, after We 
have shown them clearly in the Scripture— they shall be cursed by 
God and the cursers » (2: 1 59) 

(...) 
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If O Muhammad, as regards those Jewish rabbis of Medina who 
repudiated your prophethood after having knowledge of it, who 
concealed from the people the explanation of your affair, i.e., that you 
were My Messenger to My creatures, although I had taken a pledge and 
an agreement from them that they would not conceal it, that they 
would explain it to the people and inform them that they had found a 
description of you in their Books, it is all the same whether you have 
warned them or not, for they will not believe and will not return to the 
truth, nor will they attest to your veracity or to the truth of what you 
have brought them. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Alike it is to them whether you have warned them or have not 
warned them, they do not believe. » This refers to those who deny 
( kafarii ) the reminder ( dhikr ) of which they have knowledge, and 
repudiate the agreement in your favour which was taken from 
them. They deny what came to you as well as what they know 
which others apart from you brought them. How could they heed 
a warning or a caution from you when they deny the knowledge 
of you which they have? [299, a continuation of 295] 

1 Aus and Khazraj were the two principal tribes of Medina, at the time of the Prophet’s 
migration there, to become his followers; they thus formed the majority of the An$ar (see Intro., 
n. 3 s). Before Muhammad’s migration, the town was called Yathrib, but it subsequently became 
known as Madrnat al-Rasul (=the City of the Messenger), or simply Madina; JabarT also 
sometimes refers to it as the Prophet’s ‘abode of emigration’. Munqfiqiin (“hypocrites) is the term 
used in the Qur’an to refer to those Medinese who proved unreliable to the Prophet in military 
ventures and political life although they outwardly professed Islam. It later came to be used as a 
general epithet for all those whose faith was suspect. For this term see Exeg. 2: 8, pp. 114-1 and 
[319]. Ibn Ishaq (1955) gives lists of the Jewish adversaries of the Prophet (pp. 239-40), of the 
hypocrites of the Aus and Khazraj (pp. 232-6), and of the Rabbis who accepted Islam 
hypocritically (pp. 246-7); he goes on to discuss the references to the hypocrites and the Jews in the 
second sura and elsewhere (pp. 247-70). 

2 See Sh. & Sh., 1 , 252, n. 2. 

3 Badr, or Badr Hunain, lies where the road from Medina crosses the old caravan route from 
Mecca to Syria. It is the site of the first major confrontation between Muhammad and the Meccan 
forces allied against him in Ramadan 17/ March 624. Seventy of the Meccans, who were all from 
the Quraish tribe, were killed, including twelve of their clan leaders (chiefs of factions), notably 
Abu Jahl, the leader of the force, and another seventy were taken prisoner, as against a total loss of 
fifteen lives among the Muslims. 

4 For the ‘Children of Israel’, see Exeg. 2: 40, p. 269. 

5 For the interpretation of ummi, see Exeg. 2: 78, p. 410. 
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khatama ’llahu 'ala qulubi-him wa-'ala sam'i-him wa- 'ala absari-him 
ghishdwatun wa-la-hum 'adhabun 'azTmun 

God has set a seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and on 
their eyes is a covering, and theirs is a mighty chastisement. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF KHATAMA ’LLAHU 
’■ ALA QULUBI-HIM WA-’ALA SAM’l-HIM 

The original meaning of r the I st form verb 1 2 3 4 5 khatama (=to seal) is ‘to 
impress’ (tab'), and the khatim ( = the seal) is the ‘signet’ which makes 
the impress ( tabi '). . . . 

objection: How can He put a seal on hearts when ‘seal’ is an 
impress rput 1 on receptacles, containers, and wrappings? 

reply: The servants’ hearts are receptacles for the knowledge 
deposited therein, and containers for the understanding of things which 
is placed therein. The meaning of a seal on them and on the hearing, 
through which audible things are perceived and by means of which 
understanding of the truths of spoken communications about hidden 
(mughaiyabat, = unperceivable) things is attained, is thus similar to the 
meaning of a seal on any other receptacle or container. 

objection: Are there characteristics of this •'impress 1 which you can 
describe to us and which we can comprehend? Is it like the impress 
which is known perceptually, or is it something else? 

reply: [t]: first opinion 
=>A 1 -A‘mash: 

Mujahid showed us by •using 1 his hand and said: ‘ r Our 
companions 1 considered the heart like this’ — i.e., the palm r of the 
hand 1 — . ‘When the servant commits a sin, a part of it is closed 
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up’ — and he demonstrated by r curling up 1 his little finger like 
this — ‘and when he commits a sin it is closed up’ — and he 
demonstrated by r curling up 1 another finger — ‘and when he 
commits a sin it is closed up’ — and he demonstrated by r curling 
up 1 another finger like this, until he had curled up all his fingers. 

He said: ‘Then it is impressed with a seal.’ (...) ‘They ^lso 1 
considered this to be the “stain” ( rain or ran, see 83: 14).’ [300, see 
also 301] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

Mujahid said: ‘I was informed that sins surround the heart on 
■"various 1 sides until they merge round about it. This merging 
round it is the impress, and the impress is the seal.’ 

Ibn Juraij added: The seal is the sealing of the hearts and hearing. 
[302] 

=s- Ibn Juraij: 

'Abd Allah b. Kathlr said he heard Mujahid say: ‘The “stain” is 
less serious than the “seal” (tab'), the “seal” less serious than the 
“locks” (aqfal, see 47: 24): the “locks” are more severe than all of 
these.’ [303] 

second opinion: Some of them said that the meaning of His 
words «God has set a seal on their hearts » is r that it is 1 a message from 
God about their arrogance, and their aversion to listening to the truth 
they were summoned to, as when one says that a person is deaf to what 
someone says when he refuses to listen to it and arrogantly makes up his 
mind not to understand it. 

tabari’s opinion: The truth in this matter, according to me, is 
what accords with the truth of the report from the Messenger of God: 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘When the believer commits a sin 
there is a black spot in his heart. If he repents, renounces r if l , and 
asks forgiveness, this polishes his heart. But if he compounds r his 
sin, the point 1 grows bigger till it locks his heart, and this is the 
stain (ran) which God speaks r of n : «No indeed: but that they 
earned has stained (rana) their hearts* (83: 14).’ [304] 

r The Messenger 1 means that when sins pile up on the heart they lock it, 
and that when they have locked it a seal from God is set on it, and an 
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impress. The seal mentioned by God ... is like the imprint and seal on 
receptacles and containers which are visible to the eyes, the contents of 
which cannot be reached unless their r seaP is broken and they are 
opened. In the same way belief cannot reach the hearts of those on 
whose hearts God has set a seal, unless He breaks His seal and opens the 
band He r has tied around them 1 . 

To those who hold the second opinion . . ., one asks whether this 
arrogance and aversion ... is an act of r these people 1 themselves, or 
whether it is an act of God in them. If they claim that it is an act of their 
own — and this is what they say — they will be told that God has said that 
it is He who sets a seal on their hearts and hearing; so how could the 
unbeliever’s aversion to belief, and the arrogance r which prevents him 1 
from averring it, which is an act of his own according to ■them 1 , be a 
seal from God on his heart and hearing? The seal on r the unbeliever’s 1 
heart and hearing is an act of God and not the unbeliever’s own. 

If they claim that this is possible because r the unbeliever’s 1 arrogance 
and aversion come from God’s seal on his heart and hearing, . . . they are 
renouncing their doctrine and affirming that the seal from God on the 
hearts and hearing of the unbelievers has another meaning apart from 
their unbelief, and apart from their arrogance and aversion to accepting 
belief and averring it. But this is acceptance of what they denied. 

This verse is the clearest evidence of the incorrectness of the opinion 
of those who deny that God imposes r on man 1 (takltf) what can only be 
done through His help, because God said that He r himself 1 sets a seal on 
the hearts and hearing of a category of unbelievers among his servants. 
Yet He does not cancel their obligation, nor relieve them of 
any duties. Nor does He absolve them for anything they did Argument 

which conflicts with obedience to Him because of a seal He Mu’tazilites 
put on their hearts and hearing. Instead, He said that there 
will be a mighty chastisement for all of them for having abandoned 
obedience to Him in the limits and duties which He has ■’variously 1 
commanded and forbidden them, together with His ordaining 
judgement against them because they do not believe. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-‘ALA ABSARI-HIM 
GHISHAWATUN 

■"God’s 1 words « and on their eyes is a covering* is an independent clause 
coming after the completion of the clause about those on whom God 
set r His 1 seal, because ‘a covering’ is in the nominative as r the predicate 1 
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to ‘on their eyes’. ... In our opinion this is the correct reading for 
two reasons. 

First, the reciters and scholars agree that it is correct, and there is 
only a single and exceptional deviant opinion. . . . r The fact that 1 there 
is a consensus of argument finding fault with this fdeviant 1 reading is 
evidence enough of its incorrectness. Secondly, eyes are nowhere 
qualified with the seal in the Book of God, or in reports from the 
Messenger of God; nor does r an expression of 1 this r kind 1 exist in any of 
the Arabs’ speech. '"Moreover, 1 in another sura. He has said «and r He 
has 1 set a seal upon his hearing and his heart*, and has then said « and laid 
a covering on his vision* (45: 23), and has not included ‘vision’ within 
the r extent of the 1 meaning of the seal. ... A report narrated from Ibn 
‘Abbas [305] agrees with our opinion and interpretation. 

§ The alternative reading to which Tabari refers, and which he rejects, has 
«ghishawatan» instead of «ghishawatun», i.e., it gives this word an accusative 
ending. In order to explain this reading, recourse is had to the possibility in 
Arabic of omitting a verb in a clause when the clause can be clearly understood 
without it. In this case, the missing verb would be ‘put’, giving ‘and put a 
covering on their eyes’, where this verb is clearly understood from the active 
sense of khatama, ‘He set a seal’, and so need not be included. Despite the 
reasonableness of this reading, Tabari rejects it on the grounds of consensus 
(1 jma '), as he says above. 

In Arabic, ghishawa means ‘covering’. | So God informed His 
Prophet, Muhammad, that He had set a seal and an impress on the 
hearts of those Jewish rabbis who refused to believe in him, so that they 
could not understand the exhortation He had addressed to them, both 
in the knowledge He had given them of their scriptures, and in what 
He had set down in the Book He had revealed and sent down to His 
Prophet, Muhammad. r And He set a seal 1 on their hearing, so that they 
could not hear Muhammad’s . . . warning, or reminder, or proof, 
which he gave them of his prophethood. ... He also informed him that 
there was a covering on their eyes 'preventing 1 them from seeing the 
path of guidance and from realizing the evil of the errancy and ruin 
they were pursuing. There are reports from several interpreters in 
support of what we say about this. 

=> Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«God has set a seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and on 
their eyes is a covering*, i.e., against their ever attaining guidance 
without the truth which came to you from your Lord which they 
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deny from you, so that they might believe in it, even though they 
believe everything which •came 1 before you. [307] 

j (-) 

Others, however, have interpreted r the reference to 1 those 
• unbelievers to whom God said that He did this as r being to 1 the chiefs 

! of the factions who were killed on the day of Badr. 

=>A 1 -Rabl* b. Anas: 

These two verses up to «and theirs is a mighty chastisement* r are 
about 1 « those who exchanged the bounty of God with unthank- 
fulness, and caused their people to dwell in the abode of ruin* {14: 
28). They were those who were slain on the day of Badr. There 
were only two men among the chiefs r of the factions 1 , Abu 
Sufyan b. Harb and al-Hakam b. Abi ’ 1 -As, who 'eventually 1 
j entered Islam. [309, the conclusion of 298] 

I (••) 

j We have previously demonstrated which of these two inter- 

pretations is preferable, and we do not wish to repeat r ourselves here 1 . 1 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-HUM 
‘ADHABUN AZIMUN 

The interpretation of this is, in my view, as Ibn ‘Abbas interprets it: 

! 

=> Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Theirs is a mighty chastisement for their opposition to you r i.e., 
Muhammad 1 . This concerns the Jewish rabbis, and concerns the 
i truth which came to you from your Lord which they denied after 

I they had knowledge. [3 1 1, the conclusion of 295, 299, and 307] 

j 1 See above, Exeg. 2: 6, pp. 105-7. 
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w a- min a ’l-ndsi man yaqulu amannd bi-’lldhi wa-bi-’l-yawmi ' l-dkhiri 
wa-ma-hum bi-mu 1 minina 

And some men there are who say: ‘We believe in God and the 
Last Day’; but they are not believers. 

. . . Nas ( = men) ... is a collective rnouri 1 from which no singular r can 
be formed 1 . Instead, one 'Vnan 1 is insan , and one Hwoman 1 is insana. 

(...) 

All the interpreters are agreed that this verse was sent down 
concerning a group of the hypocrites ( ahl al-ni/Sq), and that this r way of 
acting 1 was one of their attributes. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r This verse refers to 1 . . . the hypocrites from r the tribes of 1 Aus 
and Khazraj, and those who agreed with them. [312] 

The names of these people are given in this Tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas 
quoting Ubaiy b. Ka‘b. I shall leave them out, however, not wishing to 
prolong the book by mentioning them. 1 

=>Qatada: 

r This verse, and those which follow, up to verse 16 1 . . . concern 
the hypocrites. [313] 

=>Mujahid: 

This verse r and those 1 up to the thirteenth involve a description of 
the hypocrites. [314, 315, 316. See also =>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn 
Mas*ud, and =>A group of the Companions, 317; =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. 
Anas, 318] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

This is the hypocrite whose words contradict his actions, whose 
secrets r belie 1 what he asserts publicly, whose entrance r differs 


from 1 his exit, whose presence r is at variance 1 with his absence. 
[3i9] 


The interpretation of this is that when God established His 
Messenger, Muhammad, in ‘"Medina 1 , . . . spreading Islam among its 
inhabitants, and the Muslims forced those inhabitants who were 
polytheists to give up their worship of idols, and those inhabitants who 
were people of scripture were humbled, the learned among the Jews of 
r the town 1 displayed malice towards the Messenger of God, and 
manifested an enmity and hatred towards him out of jealousy and 
outrage; that is, except for a small group of them whom God guided to 
Islam and who became Muslims (2: 109). . . . But a group from the 
classes of the Ansar who sheltered the Messenger and helped him grew 
stronger in their polytheism and ignorance. . . . They supported the 
r Jewish rabbis 1 clandestinely, not in public, fearing to be killed or taken 
as captives by the Messenger and his Companions, but they relied on 
the Jews in their polytheism and their thinking ill of Islam. When they 
met the Messenger and his Companions, who believed in him, they 
took precautions and would say: ‘We are believers in God, in His 
Messenger, and in the Awakening’, ... in order to ward off from 
themselves the judgement of God on those who believed what they 
believed. . . . But when they met their brothers from the Jews and 
polytheists and those who denied Muhammad and what had come to 
him, they would draw aside with them and «say: ‘We are with you; we 
were only mocking’ » (2: 14). It is these whom God meant by «And 
some men there are who say: ‘We believe in God and the Last Day’; but 
they are not believers » .... 

By «the Last Day ( al-yaum al-akhir)» is meant the Awakening on the 
Day of the Resurrection. It is called the Last Day because . . . there is no 
other day after it. 


objection : How can there be no day after it, when there is no 
termination to the Hereafter, no extinguishing and no end? 


reply : What the Arabs call a day ( yaum ) includes the night-time that 
precedes it, and if there is no night-time before the daylight period it is 
not called a day. The Day of the Resurrection is a day after which there 
is no night, but just the preceding 1 night with whose day-break the 
Resurrection begins. So this day is the last of days, and God has therefore 
called it the Last Day ( al-yaum al-akhir ); and He has ^lso 1 described it as 
barren (*aqim) (22: 55) because there is no night r to succeed 1 it. 
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The interpretation of « but they are not believers » is that God rejects 
their r claim n to the 'attribute 1 of ‘belief’, after reporting that they said 
with their tongues: ‘We believe in God and the Last Day.’ This is a 
refutation from God of their claim that they entertained belief ( tman ) 
and affirmed the Awakening, and His announcement to His Prophet 
that what they declared to him with their mouths was at odds with 
what was in their innermost hearts and contrary to what their souls had 
resolved. 

In this verse is the clearest indication of the falsity of what the 
Jahmlya claim, viz., that belief ( Tman ) is the r mere 1 verbal assertion of 
the truth, and has no other meaning. 2 For God says of the hypocrites 
He mentions in His Book that they announce with their tongues: «‘We 
believe in God and the Last Day’*, and then He rejects their claim that 
they are believers because their faith does not confirm what they say. 

(...) 

1 See Exeg. 2: 6, n. 1. 

2 The Jahmlya were a sect to whom belief in determinism and the createdness of the Qur’an 
were ascribed. They took their name from Jahm b. Safwan (d. 746/128). However, Tabari is 
evidently mistaken in ascribing this doctrine to the Jahmlya. They rather defined tman as mere 
knowledge in the heart (' ilm bi-’l-qalb), and believed that a man could profess Judaism and 
Christianity with his tongue and in his worship, while at the same time being a Muslim because he 
had knowledge of God in his heart. 


9 * ' * Ml '• "if ' ' > 

a] L*j jjjJJ Ij dJil 

L* j 


yukhadi'una ’llaha wa-’lladhina amanu wa-md yakhda'una ilia 
anfusa-hum wa-md yash'uruna 

They would deceive God and the believers, but only themselves 
do they deceive, and they are unaware. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF YUKHADI'UNA ’ LLAHA 
wa-’lladhIna AMANU 

The hypocrite’s attempted deception ( khida * ) of his Lord and of the 
believers is the verbal attestation of the truth which he declares with his 
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tongue contrary to the doubt and denial in his heart. By it he seeks to 
ward off God’s judgement of death or captivity which would 
otherwise necessarily fall on whoever makes a denial as he does. 

objection: How can someone who is hypocritical towards God 
and the believers be Called 1 a deceiver ( mukhddi *) when he only declares 
what is contrary to what he believes out of r fear and 1 precaution 
( 1 taqtya )? 

reply: The fact that someone verbally declares something other than 
what is in his mind out of precaution so as to save himself from what he 
fears, and the fact that he does thereby actually save himself from it, 
does not prevent the Arabs calling him a deceiver. . . . Although he 
attempts to deceive the believers in the present world, he actually 
deceives himself by this act . . ., for it appears to him that he shall 
thereby give his soul its desire and shall give it to drink of the cup of 
happiness, whereas in fact he shall take it to the pools of perdition, and 
force it to swallow the cup of torment, and lead it face to face with the 
wrath of God and to His painful punishment, against which he cannot 
prevail. This is his self-deception: he supposes that he has thereby done 
good for r his soul 1 , despite the offence against it in terms of the 
Resurrection. As He says: «and only themselves do they deceive, and 
they are unaware », thereby announcing to His believing servants that 
the hypocrites, in their offences against their souls in calling down their 
Lord’s wrath for their unbelief, doubt, and denial, are unaware; rather 
they stick to their ways like the blind. 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

I asked *Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid r about this verse 1 . . . . He said: 
‘These are the hypocrites. They would deceive God, His 
Messenger, and those who believed, 'pretending 1 that they 
believed in what they professed.’ [320] 

This verse is one of the clearest proofs of God’s refutal of those who 
claim that God only chastises one who obstinately refuses to believe in 
Him after he comes to know of His Oneness and after he has been 
convinced of the correctness of confessing His Oneness and affirming 
r the genuineness 1 of His Books and Messenger, in doing which he 
stubbornly opposes his Lord. For God has announced that r these 
deceiving hypocrites 1 . . . were unaware that they were mistaken about 
the falsehood they persisted in, and deluded about the deception they 
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thought they were perpetrating on their Lord and those who believed 
in Him. Then 1 ", in 2: 10, 1 He announces that theirs is a painful 
chastisement for their refusal to recognize the prophethood of His 
Prophet and their conviction that they should not believe in Him, and 
also for their lie in claiming that they were believers when they 
persisted in their unbelief. 

objection: You know that verbs of the form fo'alaF, i.e., the III rd 
form, like khada'a ( = to delude), 1 must have two agents. r For example, 
the I st form verb daraba means ‘to hit’ someone, while the III rd form 
daraba means ‘to fight together’ with someone; the action is 
reciprocated 1 . . . . Who is it, then, who tries to deceive {khada'a) the 
hypocrite so that one can say he tries to deceive ( khada'a ) God and the 
believers? 

REPLY 

§ Tabari mentions the opinion of Abu 'Ubaida, without naming him, who, 
in his book Majaz al-Qur’an ,* maintained that this particular word had the 
unaltered, unreciprocal meaning of the I st form. 

My opinion about this, however, is not the same as r Abu Ubaida’s 1 , 
but is that it is r a form 1 . . . which must have two agents, like the other 
•Verbs 1 of this r III rdl . . . form which are known throughout the Arabic 
language. Thus, the hypocrite tries to deceive God by lying with his 
tongue, as we have just explained, and God deceives him by leaving 
him without a proper understanding about where the salvation of his 
soul lies when he is eventually resurrected, as He announced by His 
words: « And let not the unbelievers suppose that the indulgence We 
grant them is better for them; We grant them indulgence only that 
they may increase in sin» (3: 178), and in the sense of what He 
announced that He would do to him in the Hereafter: «Upon the day 
when the hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those who have 
believed: ‘Wait for us, so that we may borrow your light!’, it shall be 
said: ‘Return you back behind, and seek for a light!’ And a wall shall be 
set up between them, having a door in the inward whereof is mercy, 
and against the outward whereof is chastisement. » (57: 13) . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA YAKHDA'UNA 
ILLA ANFUSA-HUM 

objection: Did not the hypocrites r succeed in 1 deceiving the 


believers . . . r so as to distract their attention 1 from their persons, their 
property, and their offspring, so that their worldly fortunes became 
safe for them, although they were r themselves 1 deceived about the 
matter of the Hereafter? 

reply: It is a mistake to say that they deceived the believers, because, 
if we say that, it necessarily implies that they succeeded in really 
deceiving the believers. . . . But we say that the hypocrites attempted 
deception on their Lord and the believers, but did not deceive them; 
rather they deceived themselves, as God said, and no one else. . . . The 
hypocrites deceived only themselves, because the Muslims did not take 
possession of any property or kin of theirs, either at the time of their 
attempted deception of them about it through hypocrisy or before that, 
so that they could r really have 1 salvaged it through their deception. 
They only defended it by lying to them and by declaring with their 
tongues something which was not Vruly 1 in their minds, and God 
passed judgement on them concerning their property, their persons, 
and their offspring, according to the outward aspect of their affairs in 
terms of the religious community they affiliated with — and God knew 
the matters which they concealed. 

The deceiver can only be someone who •actually 1 dupes someone 
about something while the deceived does not know what he is being 
deceived about. However, when the one against whom deception is 
attempted is aware of the attempted deception against him, r the 
deceiver 1 indubitably deceives merely himself, not the one whom he 
thought he would deceive. No harm befalls r the one whom he tried to 
deceive 1 as a result of his attempted deception; rather he avoids the one 
who thinks he is deceiving him as a kind of bait so that the proof for the 
punishment which awaits r the would-be deceiver 1 may be complete. 
The one being baited is unaware that the baiter knows the state of his 
soul, that he sees into his mind, and that the respite given him by the 
baiter, his refraining from meting out punishment to him for his sin, is 
so that the would-be deceiver can fully perpetrate his aim, r and thus 1 
merit the punishment of his baiter. ... It is for this reason that God 
denies that the hypocrite is deceiving anyone but himself. . . . 

§ Tabari notes the alternative reading wa-ma yukhadi'una — III rd form — ilia 
anfusa-hum, and refutes it on the basis of the preceding explanation and on the 
grounds that the hypocrites did truly deceive themselves, while the III rd form 
merely implies an attempt at deception. He also rejects this reading for being 
internally inconsistent. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA YASH'URUNA 

« Wa-md yash'uruna* means ‘and they did not know.’ . . . They did not 
know that God was deceiving them by letting them run and baiting 
them, that it was God’s way of informing them about the proof r of 
their sin 1 and the pardon r they could have had 1 and their way of 
deceiving themselves which was eventually to their detriment. 

=^Ibn Wahb: 

I asked r *Abd al-Rahman 1 b. Zaid fabout 1 this verse. . . . He said: 
‘They were unaware that they were harming themselves by 
concealing their unbelief and hypocrisy.’ Then he recited His 
words « Upon the day when God shall awaken them all together », 
and said: ‘They are the hypocrites’ — up to «and think they are on 
something® (58: 18) — ‘belief would have been useful for them 
before you r , i.e., the believers 1 .’ [321, the continuation of 320] 

* See Sh. & Sh., I, 274, n. 2. 

2: 10 


their hearts concerning religion and attesting the veracity of Muham- 
mad and what he brought from God. . . . •'This 1 sickness is their doubt 
about Muhammad and what he brought from God . . and their 
confusion about it. They are not certain about it with the certainty of 
belief, nor do they deny it with the denial of polytheism, but, as God 
described them, they oscillate in the middle of the two — not to the one 
and not to the other. 1 . . . 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« There is a sickness in their hearts®, that is, doubt. [322. See also 

=*Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, =>A group of Companions, 324; 

=>Qatada, 326; =>A 1 -Rabl* b. Anas, 327; =>'Abd al-Rahman b. 

Zaid, 328] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The sickness is hypocrisy. [323] 

=s»'Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid: 

This sickness is in religion, not a sickness in the body. (...) They 

are the hypocrites. [325] 
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ft qulubi-him maradun fa-zada-humu * llahu maradan wa-la-hum 
‘adhabun alTmun bi-ma kanu yakdhibuna 

In their hearts is a sickness, and God has added sickness for them, 
and theirs is a painful chastisement for what lies they have told. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FI QULUBI-HIM MARADUN 

Mar ad basically means a sickness, and it can be said in connection 
with the body or religion. So God announces that there is a sickness in 
the hearts of the hypocrites, by which He means a sickness in the 
conviction in their heart. Since it is understood ^hat 1 a reference to the 
sickness of the heart means r that they have 1 a sickness of their 
convictions, it suffices to refer to the heart. . . . J Thus the meaning of «In 
their hearts is a sickness® is that there is a sickness in the conviction in 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA -ZADA-HUMU ’ LL AH U M AR AD A N 

We have shown above that the interpretation of the sickness ... is 
doubt in the convictions of their hearts and their religious faith, and in 
their persistent •’belief 1 about Muhammad, the Messenger of God, and 
his prophethood and that which he brought. The sickness which God 
added to their sickness was of the same kind as the doubt and confusion 
in their hearts before the increase [=s-Ibn 'Abbas, 329; =>Ibn 'Abbas, 
=>lbn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 330; =>Ibn Zaid, 332; 
=>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas, 333]. God added doubt and confusion to the 
sickness and doubt that had previously been in their hearts through 
establishing r new 1 restrictions and duties . . . about which they had 
r new 1 doubts and misgivings, r over and above 1 those they had about 
the restrictions and duties which He had previously imposed [=>Qatada, 
331]. This was in the same way as He added •’more 1 belief to the belief 
of those who believed in Him . . . and His duties and restrictions. . . by 
establishing r new 1 restrictions and duties, as He has said in His 
Revelation: « Whenever a sura is sent down to you, some of them say: 
‘To which of you has this added belief?’ As for the believers, to them it 
has added belief, and they are joyful. * But as for those in whose heart is 
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sickness, to them it has added abomination to their abomination, and 
they have died while they were unbelievers. » (9: 124 and 125) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-HUM 'ADHABUN ALIM 

(-0 

=>A 1 -Rab!‘ r b. Anas 1 : 

Alim r means 1 ‘causing pain ( muji‘)\ [334; =>al-Dahhak, 335 and 

336 ] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF BI-MA KANU YAKDHIB UNA 

Jr] « Bi-ma kanii yakdhibuna (=for what lies they have told)* . . which 
is the reading of the majority of the Kufan reciters; « yukadhdhibuna 
( = for that which they have called lies)», which is the reading of the 
majority of the reciters of Medina, the Hijaz, and Basra. 

Those who read this the second way are evidently of the opinion 
that God ordained a painful chastisement for the hypocrites because of 
their giving His Prophet and what he brought the lie, and that a lie, in 
contrast to an accusation of lying, does not require even a light 
punishment, how much less a painful one. 

I do not think the matter is as they say, however. At the very 
beginning of God’s statement about the hypocrites in r this n sura, He 
said that they lied by their pretension to, and declaration of, belief, 
attempting to deceive God, His Messenger, and the believers. He said: 
«And some men there are who say: ‘We believe in God and the Last 
Day’; but they are not believers. * They would deceive God and the 
believers* by saying this, and by trying to hide their doubt and 
misgiving, «but only themselves*, not the Messenger of God and the 
believers, «do they deceive* by fabricating this; «and they are unaware* 
of how they are deceiving themselves, and how God is baiting them 
and letting them run. « In their hearts * is the doubt and misgiving of 
hypocrisy, but God added doubt and misgiving for the lies they tell to 
God, His Messenger, and the believers by their declaration of belief in 
God and the Last Day. In saying this they lied, because they tried to 
conceal the doubt and sickness in the convictions in their hearts about 
God and His Messenger. Now it is most appropriate in God’s Wisdom 
that His Threat to them r of punishment 1 should be for the evil of those 
actions and the blameworthiness of those morals with r the mention of 


which 1 He began to speak of them, and not for any actions of theirs 
which have not been mentioned, for this is r the pattern 1 of the other 
verses of His Revelation. He begins by mentioning the good qualities 
of the actions of one group, then seals this with the Promise r of reward 1 
for these actions with the mention of which he began; then He begins 
to mention the evil qualities of the acts of others, and then seals this 
with the Threat for these actions with the mention of which He started. 

. . . There is a supplementary proof for the correctness of our 
opinion, r further 1 evidence that the reading must be the one we have 
chosen, and that our interpretation is the right one, i.e., that God 
threatens a painful chastisement for the hypocrites for r their 1 lie, which 
combines the two meanings of doubt and accusing ‘‘someone 1 of lying, 
in God’s words: « When the hypocrites come to you they say: ‘We bear 
witness that you are indeed the Messenger of God.’ And God knows 
that you are indeed His Messenger, and God bears witness that the hypo- 
crites are truly liars. * They have taken their oaths as a covering, then 
they have barred from the way of God. Surely they — evil are the things 
they have been doing* (63: 1 and 2), and in another verse from r the 
sura of 1 the Disputer: «They have taken their oaths as a covering, and 
barred from God’s way; so theirs is a humbling chastisement.* (58:16) 
God announced that the hypocrites were lying in what they said to 
the Messenger of God, when their belief about him was what it was. 
Then He announced that theirs would be a humbling chastisement for 
this lying of theirs. If the reading . . . « yukadhdhibuna ( = for that which 
they have called lies)* were correct in the sura of the Cow, then the 
reading in the other sura (63: 1 and 2) would have to be la- 
mukadhdhibuna r ,i.e-> . . and God bears witness that the hypocrites are 
truly people who accuse of lying’ 1 , so that the threat against them, 
which is the consequence of that, would be a threat r of punishment 1 for 
having accused r the Prophet 1 of lying, not for having lied ‘‘themselves 1 . 
But all Muslims are agreed on the reading « la-kadhibuna ( = that the 
hypocrites are truly liars)* . . ., and this is the clearest proof for the 
reading « bi-ma kanii yakdhibuna ( = for what lies they told) » in the sura of 
the Cow, and that the threat r of punishment 1 . . . for lying is true, not 
for accusing of lying. 

§ Tabari finishes by mentioning a dispute between a Basran and a Kufan 
grammarian about the function of the particle ma in « bi-ma yakdhibuna ». 

1 See 4: 143. 
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wa-idha qtla la-hum la tufsidu Ji ’l-ardi qdlii innama tiahnu 

muslihutia 

When it is said to them: ‘Do not do corruption in the land’, they 
say: ‘We are but the ones who put things right.’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA QILA LA-HUM 
LA TUFSIDU FI ’L-ARDI 

[t]: first opinion: It is reported that Salman al-FarisT used to say: 
‘They have not yet come’ [337, 338]. 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas; =>Ibn Mas*ud; and => A group of Companions: 

They are the hypocrites. The corruption ( fasad ) in «Do not do 
corruption in the land » is unbelief and acts of disobedience. [339] 

=>A 1 -Rabl‘ r b. Anas" 1 : 

r « Do not do corruption in the land* means: 1 ‘Do not disobey in the 
land’; . . . this corruption of theirs was disobedience to God, 
because someone who disobeys God in the land or commands 
•"others 1 to disobedience, does corruption in the land, because it is 
through obedience that one puts right the earth and the heaven. 
[ 340 ] 

tabari’s opinion: The preferable interpretation of the verse is 
that of those who said that ... it was sent down concerning the 
hypocrites during the lifetime of the Messenger of God, although by it 
was meant all the hypocrites after them up to the Day of the 
Resurrection who have the same characteristic. 

We say that the most appropriate interpretation of this verse is as we 
have mentioned because of the unanimous affirmation of the inter- 
preters that this is the description of the hypocrites among the 


Companions of the Messenger of God during his time, and that 
these verses were sent down concerning them. And the interpret- 
ation upon which there is a consensus r of the authorities 1 is a better 
interpretation of the Qur’an than an opinion for whose correctness 
there is no evidence from a basic principle (asl) or a parallel 
•corroborating it 1 . 

‘Corruption in the land’ is any action therein which God has 
forbidden and the omission of anything which He has commanded to 
be observed. This is the general meaning of ‘corruption’, as He has said 
in His Book concerning the words of the angels: «They said: ‘What, 
will You set therein one who will do corruption there and shed blood 
...?’» (2: 30), by which they meant: ‘Will You set in the land one who 
will disobey You and act against Your command?’ Such is the 
description of the hypocrites: those who do corruption in the land 
through their disobedience to their Lord therein, their perpetration 
therein of that which He has forbidden them to do, their omission of 
the duties He has imposed, their doubt about God’s religion whose 
truth a person must attest and be certain of before He will accept any of 
his acts, their lying to the believers through their pretension to 
something other than the doubt and confusion in which they persisted, 
their assisting those who gave the lie to God, His Books, and His 
Messenger, against the friends ( awliya ’) of God when they found a way 
to do this. 

This is the corruption of the hypocrites in God’s land, while they 
deem themselves to be putting things right therein by these acts of 
theirs. God will not let them escape His chastisement, nor ease for 
them the pain of the punishment He has prepared for the disobedient, 
just because they reckon that they are putting things right by their 
disobedience. Indeed, He has ordained for them the lowest pit of His 
Fire, the pain of His chastisement, and their dishonour in this world 
by His vilification of, and malediction on, them. For He has said: 
« Truly, they are the workers of corruption, but they are unaware.* 
This judgement of God concerning them is the best proof of His 
denial of those who maintain that God’s punishments are only 
merited by someone who obdurately resists his Lord in His rights and 
ordinances, which He has imposed on him, after he has attained 
knowledge r of these obligations 1 , and after evidence has been 
established against him through his becoming aware that they are 
binding for him. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF QALU INNAMA NAHNU 
M U § LI H U N A 

[t]: first opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«We are but the ones who put things right*, i.e., they said: ‘We 
only wish to put things right between the two parties of the 
believers and the people of scripture.’ 1 [341] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Mujahid: 

When they engage in disobedience to God, and it is said to them: 
‘Do not do such-and-such’, they say: ‘We are indeed putting 
things right according to right guidance.’ [342] 

tabarI’s opinion: Whichever of these two •’interpretations" 1 
about their claim to be muslihun is true, there is no doubt that they 
reckoned that they were putting things right in whatever they were 
doing, whether their claim was to be putting things right between the 
Jews and the believers, or in their religious affairs, in the disobedience 
to God which they were committing, and in their lying to the believers 
in what they declared to them although they were inwardly convinced 
of something other than what they declared, because they thought they 
were doing right in all these affairs of theirs, although they were doing 
evil in God’s eyes and opposing God’s command. . . . 

1 Muslih is from the IV th form verb aslaha, and can mean, among other things, ‘someone 
who puts something in order’, ‘someone who improves (a situation)’, and ‘someone who 
conciliates’. 
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a-ld inna-hum humu ’l-mufsiduna wa-lakin la yash'uruna 

Are they not indeed the workers of corruption? But they are 

unaware. 


these words of God are a denial of the claim of the hypocrites. When 
they were commanded to obey God in what He commanded them, 
and forbidden to disobey God in what He forbade them, they said: ‘We 
are only putting things right, not working corruption; we are •’acting 1 
according to right guidance in what you r , the Muslims, 1 rebuke us for 
doing, not you; we are not astray.’ But God gave them the lie for these 
words of theirs, saying: ‘Are they not indeed the workers of 
corruption, going against God’s command, transgressing His restric- 
tions, being disobedient to Him, abandonning their duties to Him? Yet 
they are unaware and do not perceive that they are like this. . . .’ 
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wa-idha qila la-hum aminu ka-ma amana * l-nasu qalu a-nu*minu ka-ma 
amana ’l-sufaha’u a-la inna-hum humu ’l-sufaha'u wa-ldkin la 

ya'lamiina 

When it is said to them: ‘Believe as the people believe’, they say: 
‘Shall we believe as fools believe?’ Are they not indeed the fools? 
But they do not know. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA QILA 
LA-HUM AMINU 
KA-MA AMANA ’l-NASU 

H When it is said to these people whom God has described as 
saying «‘We believe in God and the Last Day’; but they are not 
believers »: ‘Attest the genuineness of Muhammad and what he 
brought from God just as the people do’. ‘The people’ are . . . the 
believers who believed in Muhammad, his prophethood, and what he 
brought from God. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

When it is said to them: ‘Make your attestation as do the 
Companions of Muhammad. Say: “He is the Prophet and the 
Messenger; what was sent down to him is the truth”, and attest the 
truth of the Hereafter and that you will be awakened after death.’ 
[ 343 ] 

There is a definite article before ‘people’ — though they were only 
some of the people, not all of them — because they were personally 
known by sight to those to whom this verse was addressed. So it 
means: ‘Believe as do the people you know who are certain, and attest 
the truth, of God, Muhammad, what he brought from God, and the 
Last Day.’ . . . 


THE INTERPRETATION OF QALU A-NU’MINU 
KA-MA AMANA ’L-SUFAHA’U 

Sufaha ’ is the plural of safth, . . . which means: an ignorant person, 
whose judgement is weak, who knows little about what is beneficial 
and what is harmful. This is why God calls women and children sufaha *: 
«Do not give to fools (sufaha’) their property that God has assigned to 
you to manage. » (4: 5) The interpreters, as a whole, say that these are 
the women and children, because their judgement is weak and they 
have little knowledge of the advantageous and the harmful ways of 
disposing of their property. 

The hypocrites referred in their reply ... to the Companions of 
Muhammad . . ., and they said: ‘Shall we believe as the ignorant 
believe? Shall we attest the truthfulness of Muhammad as do these who 
have no intellect or understanding?’ 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

They mean the Companions of Muhammad, because of their 
opposition r to them 1 in their religion. [347, also 344. See also 
=>A 1 -Rabi‘ b. Anas, 345; ^-'Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid b. Aslam, 
3461 


THE INTERPRETATION OF A-LA INNA-HUM HUMU ’ L-SUFAHA’U 
WA-LAKIN LA YA'LAMUNA 

This is an announcement from God that it is the hypocrites . . . who are 
i ignorant in their religion, whose judgement about their beliefs and 

J what they choose for themselves is weak because of their doubt and 

j confusion concerning God, His Messenger, and his prophethood, about 

what he brought from God, and about the Awakening. They brought 
evil to themselves by these deeds of theirs, yet they reckoned that they 
| were thereby doing good for themselves, and this is pure foolishness 

t =>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r « Are they not indeed the fools? », i.e., 1 the ignorant; r « But they do 

! not know », i.e., 1 but they do not realize. [348] 

| 

The reason that the definite article precedes ‘fools’ is the same as the 
, reason it preceded ‘people’. . . . 

This verse gives evidence for the error of those who say that God’s 
punishment is merited only by those who stubbornly resist their Lord 
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after coming to know that that in which they resist Him is factually 1 
correct, in the same way as did the other verses whose interpretation we 
have previously mentioned. 1 . . . 


1 i.e., verses 9 to 12 of this sura. 
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wa-idha laqu * lladhtna dmanu qalu antannd wa-idha khalaw ila 
shayatmi-him qalu inna maa-kum innama nahnu mustahzi’una 

When they meet those who believe, they say: ‘We believe’, but 
when they go in seclusion to their satans, they say: ‘We are with 
you; we were only mocking.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA LAQU ’LLADHInA AMANU 
QALU AM ANNA WA-IDHA KHALA W ILA SHA Y ATINI-HIM 
QALU INNA MA 'A -K UM 

This verse is parallel to the other verse in which God announces the 
attempt of the hypocrites to deceive God, His Messenger and the 
believers, saying: «And some men there are who say: ‘We believe in 
God and the Last DayV Then He refutes them, saying: «but they are 
not believers », and that they attempt to deceive God and those who 
believe by what they say. Similarly, in this verse, He announces that 
they declare to the believers who attest the truth of God, His Book, and 
His Messenger: ‘We believe in, and attest the truthfulness of, 
Muhammad and what he brought from God’, hoping to deceive r the 
believers in order to protect 1 their blood, their property, and their 
offspring, and r trying to 1 ward off r the believers 1 from them. But 
when they go in seclusion to their rebel ffriends 1 , the haughty, the 
sinners, and the malicious among them and the other polytheists, who 
are on the same fpath 1 of unbelief in God, His Book, and His 
Messenger — these are their satans ( shaitan , pi. shayatin), and we have 
pointed out in a previous part of our book that the satans of everything 
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are the rebels therein 1 — they say: «‘We are with you’», i.e., ‘We are 
with you in your religion, your helpers against those who oppose you 
therein, your friends, not those of the Companions of Muhammad; 

« we were only mocking God », His Book, and His Messenger, and his 
Companions.’ 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

There were some Jewish men who, when they met one or several 
of the Companions of the Prophet, may God bless him and grant 
him peace, would say: ‘We follow your religion.’ But when they 
went in seclusion to their own companions, who were their satans, 
they would say: «‘We are with you; we were only mocking.’ » 
[349; and 350. See also =>IbnJuraij, 357] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, => Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

The satans were their leaders in unbelief. [351] 

=s»Qatada: 

. . . r Their satans 1 were their leaders in evil. . . . [352] 

(••) 

=>Mujahid: 

r Their satans were 1 their companions among the hypocrites and 
polytheists. [355; and 354, 358. See also =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas, 356] 

§ An objection is raised about whether the preposition ila ( ila shaydtini-him) is 
correct here. Tabari cites three opinions, two offered by a Basran grammarian 
and one by a Kufan, and approves the reasoning of the Kufan, because, unlike 
the Ba$ran, who is forced to bend the meaning of ila, he fully justifies its use 
on the grounds that the meaning is that the hypocrites went from their 
meeting with the believers to ( ild ) their secluded meeting with their own kind. 

THE INTEPRETATION OF INNAMA NAHNU 
MUSTAHZI’UNA 

There is a unanimous consensus among the interpreters that the 
meaning of r this n ... is ‘We were only mocking’, i.e., . . . ‘We were 
only making fun of the Companions of Muhammad when we said 
“We believe in God and the Last Day.”’ [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 359, 360; 
=>Qatada, 361; =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas, 362] 


See Intro., p. 47 and n. 61. 
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Allahu yastahzt'u bi-him wa-yamuddu-hum ft tughyani-him 

ya'mahutia 

God shall mock them, and shall leave them in their transgression, 

wandering about. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLAHU YASTAHZl’U BI-HIM 

[t]: istahza‘1 mockery — its attribution to god: first 
opinion: Some said ... it is similar to what He announced He will do 
to them on the Day of the Resurrection when He said «Upon the day 
when the hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those who have 
believed: ‘Wait for us, so that we may borrow your light!’, it shall be 
said: ‘Return you back behind and seek for a light!’ And a wall shall be 
set up between them, having a door in the inward whereof is mercy, 
and against the outward whereof is chastisement. * They shall be 
calling unto them: ‘Were we not with you?’ They shall say: ‘Yes, 
indeed . . .’» (57: 13 and 14) It is also similar to what He announced He 
will do towards the unbelievers when He said « And let not the believers 
suppose that the indulgence We granted them is better for them; We 
grant them indulgence only that they might increase in sin. * (3: 178) r It 
is like" 1 this and similar ■’examples" 1 of God’s istihza ’, His deluding, 
deceiving, and devising against, the hypocrites and polytheists — 
according to those who hold this opinion and interpret it thus. 

second opinion: Others said rather that His istihza ’ is His 
censuring and blaming them for their disobedience to God and unbelief 
in Him; . . . r it is" 1 His destruction and annihilation of them. J They said 
that this is what His devising, deceiving, and deriding is like. 

third opinion: Others said that « r The hypocrites 1 would deceive 
God, but God is deceiving them* (4: 142) is a rejoinder, as when a 
person who gets the better of someone who was deceiving him says: ‘It 
was I who deceived you!’ There is no deception on such a person’s part; 
he says this only because the affair turned out to his advantage. . . . Thus 
did God say « And they devised (makaru), and God devised, and God is 


the best of devisers* (2: 54), and «God shall mock them* is ■’also 1 a reply: 
God does not devise and mock, it means that devising and mockery 
rebound on them. 

fourth opinion: Others said that «‘. . . we were only mocking.’ 
* God shall mock them ...»,« r the hypocrites 1 would deceive God, but 
God is deceiving them* (4: 142), «... they deride ( yaskhariina ) r the 
believers 1 , but God derides them; . . .» (9: 79), «. . . they have forgotten 
God, and He has forgotten them* (9: 67), and similar ^examples 1 , are 
God’s announcements that He will requite them for their mockery, and 
punish them for r their n deception. He used the same expression for His 
requital and punishment of them as He used for their action for which 
they deserved the punishment, although there are two different 
meanings r to the expression 1 . In the same way He said «... the requital 
of evil is evil — the like of it* (42: 40), where it is known that the first 
■"‘evil’ 1 is evil on the part of the perpetrator, because it is his 
disobedience to God, and the other r so-called ‘evil’ 1 is Actually 1 justice, 
because it is God’s requital for the . . . disobedience: the words are the 
same, but the meaning is different. Similarly, He said « Whoever 
commits aggression against you, do you commit aggression against 
him* (2: 194): the first aggression is unjust, but the second is a requital 
and not unjust, but rather just, for it is a punishment for the oppressor’s 
injustice, although it is expressed by the same word as the first. They 
reasoned in the same way about every similar ■expression 1 in the 
Qur’an — all those statements which refer to God’s scheming against 
some group, or some similar reference. 

fifth opinion: Others said that . . . God stated that when the 
hypocrites mocked . . . they ■’really 1 meant ‘We declare to r the 
believers 1 what we know to be false, not the truth, not right guidance.’ 
This is one of the meanings of istihza ’. Then God announced that He 
« shall mock them*: He shall show them His judgements for them in this 
world, which differ from what He has for them in the Hereafter, in the 
same way as what they show the Prophet and the believers about ■’their 1 
religion is different from what they secretly maintain. 

tabari’s opinion: The correct opinion and interpretation, 
according to us, is that the meaning of istihza’ in the speech of the Arabs 
is the mocker’s showing the mocked by word and deed what 
apparently pleases him, although he secretly causes evil against him. 
This is the meaning of ‘deception’, ‘derision’, and ‘devising’. 
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Sura 2, verse 15 

According to this Understanding, 1 God gives judgements for the 
hypocrites in this world according to what they declare with their 
tongues, . . . and this includes them among the number of those whom 
the name of Islam embraces, although inwardly they are something 
else. . . . Nevertheless, God knows they are lying; He is familiar with 
the wickedness of their beliefs, and with their doubt about what they 
claim to attest with their tongues. . . . When they assemble in the 
Hereafter among the number of those they were with in this world, 
they therefore suppose that they will enter where they go in. . . . But 
God has prepared for them the painful chastisement, the exemplary 
punishment, which He has prepared for His worst enemies and His 
sinning servants. So He will separate them from His friends, and admit 
them to the bottommost level of His hell-fire. It is therefore clear that 
God is mocking 'them 1 . . . right up to the moment when He separates 
them, that He is deriding them, deceiving them, and devising against 
them. For the meaning of ‘mocking’, etc., is as we have described. It is 
not only the case in a situation when the person mocking is unjust to his 
partner or unfair to him; it is, rather, its meaning in all situations. . . . 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

He derides them so as to take revenge on them. [363] 

As for those who claim that God’s words « God shall mock them » are 
by way of a rejoinder 1 and are not a mocking, or a devising, or a 
deception, on the part of God: they deny r the attribution" 1 to God r of 1 
that which God has acknowledged in, and made necessary for, Himself. 

. . . To them it should be said: God has announced to us that He has 
schemed against a people who passed before us and whom we cannot 
see; and He has stated to us about others that He has caused them to be 
swallowed up r by the ground 1 , 2 and about others that He has caused 
them to be drowned. 3 Now we attest the truth of God in these things 
of which He informed us, and we make no distinction between them. 
What is your proof for your distinguishing as you do when you claim 
that He drowned and caused to be swallowed up those He said He did, 
but that He did not scheme against those He said He did r scheme 
against 1 ? In this way we turn what they say against them, for whenever 
they say something about one of the r se utterances 1 , they have to say the 
same thing about the other. 

If someone takes refuge in saying that mocking is a game, a 
diversion, and that it is precluded from God, it should be said to him: If 
you believe the matter to be as you describe r in the case of 1 the meaning 
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of ‘mocking’, do you not say «God shall mock them», etc., although 
there can be no mocking . . . from God? 

If he says ‘No, r I don’t 1 ’, he gives the Qur’an the lie, and he has left 
the community of Islam. 

If he says ‘Yes, r I do 1 ’, it should be said to him: Would you say the 
same were you to state: ‘«God shall mock them*, thus He is playing 
with them and acting capriciously’, although there is no playing, 
no game, on the part of God? If he says ‘Yes’, he has attributed to God 
what all Muslims agree on denying r can be attributed 1 to Him; they 
are agreed on the guilt of someone who does attribute it to Him. . . . 

If he says: I do not say that God is playing with them nor that He 
acts capriciously, but I do say He « shall mock them*, ... it should be 
said: You distinguish thus between the meaning of ‘play’ and ‘caprice’ 
. . ., and r the meaning of 1 ‘mockery’, ‘derision’, ‘scheming’ and 
‘deception’. For the 'simple 1 reason that it is permissible to say one, but 
not the other, there must be a difference between the meanings of the 
two, and it is clear that each one of them has its own meaning. 

The place for this kind of discussion is elsewhere, and we do not 
wish to prolong this book unduly by paying close attention to it. What 
we have mentioned should suffice for someone who can understand. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YAMUDDU-HUM 

[t/l]: (...) The most correct opinion is that which says it means ‘He 
gave them more ( yazidu-hum )’ [=>Mujahid, 365], in the sense of 
allowing r them 1 to continue {imla) r in 1 [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 364], and 
abandoning them to, their arrogance and rebellion, as our Lord said He 
will do to those who are like them in His words «We shall turn about 
their hearts and their eyes, even as they believed not in it in the first 
time; and We shall leave them in their insolence wandering about.* 
(6: no), that is, ‘We shall leave them to it, abandon them to it, and 
give them time to add more to their sin.’ 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FI-TUGHY ANI-HIM 

One uses the word tughyan . . . when someone exceeds the limits of 
something and does wrong. Therefore God says: «No indeed; surely 
man transgresses ( yatgha ), * for he thinks himself self-sufficient* (96: 6 
and 7), that is, he exceeds his bounds. f 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

« FT-tughyani-him» ’’means:' 1 In their unbelief. [367. See also =>Ibn 

'Abbas, 366; =>Ibn Zaid, 370] 

=>Al-RabT' r b. Anas 1 : 

« Fi-tughydni-him» ’’means: 1 In their erring. [369. See also =>Qatada, 

368; =>Ibn Zaid, 370] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF YA’MAHUNA 
'Amiha means ‘to go astray’, ‘to err’ (dalla ) .J 

They return again and again, bewildered and lost, to their erring 
and unbelief, in the squalor of which they are immersed, with the filth 
of which they are covered; they can not find a way out of it because 
God has put a stamp on their hearts and sealed them, and blinded their 
eyes to right guidance and covered them over, so that they cannot see a 
proper course nor find their way. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Ya'mahutta» ’"means: 1 They swayed to and fro in their unbelief. 

[371, and 372] 

(••) 


1 See the third opinion above. 

2 See 16: 45, 17: 68, 28, 81 and 82, 29: 40, 34: 9 and 67: 16. 

3 See, inter alia, 29: 40, 36: 43. 
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ula’ika * lladhma ’shtarawu * l-dalalata bi-’l-hudd fa-ma rabihat 
tijdratu-hum wa-ma kanu muhtadina 


Those are they who have purchased error at the price of right 
guidance, and their commerce has not profited them, and they 
are not rightly guided. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF ULA’IKA ’lIADHINA ’ SHTARAWU 

’l-dhalalata bi-’l-huda 

question: How could these people have purchased error ( dalala ) at 
the price of right guidance ( huda ), when they were hypocrites whose 
hypocrisy was not preceded by ’"true 1 belief so that one could say they 
sold the right guidance which they followed for the error for which 
they exchanged it? You know that the meaning of shira * ( — purchase, 
buying) is the concept of accepting something in exchange for 
something else, as a substitute for it, but the hypocrites whom God has 
thus described, never followed right guidance so that they might have 
left it and accepted unbelief and hypocrisy as a substitute for it. 

reply: [t] 

^►Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Those are they who have purchased error at the price of right 
guidance », i.e., unbelief at the price of ^rue 1 belief. [380] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

They took up error and abandoned right guidance. [381] 

=>Qatada: 

They preferred error to right guidance. [382] 

=>Mujahid: 

They believed, then they reneged their belief. [383 and 3 84] 
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According to those who say, in interpreting this, ‘they took up error 
and abandoned right guidance’ 1 ", i.e., Ibn 'Abbas et al. 1 , they make shira 
( = purchase) mean: Accepting the thing purchased in lieu of the price 
for which it is bought. 

They therefore say that this is what happened with the hypocrite 
and the unbeliever: they both took up unbelief in place of belief, and 
this was their purchase of unbelief and error, which they took up by 
abandoning right guidance which they rejected. The right guidance 
which they abandoned was the price for which they exchanged the 
error which they took. 

As for those who interpret «ishtaraw» to mean ‘they preferred’ r , i.e., 
Qatada 1 , they take the fact that God described the unbelievers 
elsewhere as preferring unbelief to right guidance, and said «As for 
Thamud, We guided them, but they preferred blindness to guidance » 
(41 : 1 7), to understand « ishtaraw » in this way. . . .J 

Although this gives a possible interpretation, I do not prefer it, for 
God said « their commerce ( tijaratu-hum ) has not profited them*, 
thereby indicating that the meaning r of the first part of the verse 1 . . , 
is the meaning of ‘purchase’ with which the people are acquainted: 
The exchange of one thing for another, taking one thing as a 
substitute for another. 

As for those who say that r the members of 1 this group were once 
believers but reneged their belief, there would be no objection to them 
if the matter were as they describe, because, if the matter were so, r these 
people 1 would have abandoned belief and taken unbelief in exchange as 
a substitute for right guidance. This is what is understood from the 
meanings of ‘purchase’ and ‘sale ( bai ')’. But the evidence about their 
characteristics from the beginning to the end of these verses shows that 
•"this 1 group was never illuminated by the light of true belief and 
■never 1 entered the community of Islam. Do you not hear God, from 
the beginning . . . r to the end 1 of His description of them, describing 
them only in terms of their verbal declaration of lies . . .? Where is the 
evidence that they were once believers and then reneged? 

If the holder of this opinion supposes that this r verse~* ... is itself the 
evidence that these people were once believers and then turned from 
that to unbelief, and that that is why they were told: « ■’they 1 purchased », 
this interpretation cannot be conceded to him, because ishtird ’, 
according to his opponents, is the taking up of one thing while leaving 
something else, or else it means ‘choice’, or has some other meaning. 
When a word has several possible aspects, no one may turn its meaning 


exclusively towards one of these aspects and not towards the others 
except by ■’giving 1 an incontrovertible proof. 

The preferred interpretation of the verse, in my view, is the 
interpretation, narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas'ud [381 above], 
that ... it means they took up error and abandoned right guidance. 
That is to say that every unbeliever in God has taken unbelief in 
exchange for belief by acquiring the unbelief which he manifested, 
rather than the true belief, to which he was commanded. Do you not 
hear God saying about him who accepts unbelief in Him instead of 
belief in Him and His Messenger « Whoso exchanges ( yatabaddal ) belief 
for unbelief has surely strayed from the right way* (2: 108)? This, then, 
is the meaning of ‘purchase’, because whoever purchases something 
takes, at the price which was taken from him, another thing instead. 
Thus it is with the hypocrites and unbelievers, they took error and 
hypocrisy at the price of true guidance; God has led them astray, and 
deprived them of the light of guidance. He has abandoned all of them 
to darkness, and they cannot see. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-MA RA BIHA T 
TIJARATU-HUM 

The interpretation of this is that the hypocrites, by their purchase of 
error rather than guidance, incurred a loss and did not profit, because 
the merchant who profits receives for the commodity which he owned 
a substitute which is either more valuable than the commodity he 
owned, or greater than the price for which he sold it. However, he who 
receives for his commodity a substitute which is less than r what he had 
before 1 , or lower than the price for which he sold it, is undoubtedly the 
loser in his commerce. Thus it is with the unbeliever and the hypocrite, 
because they have preferred confusion and blindness to sound direction 
and right guidance, fear and fright to protection and security; they have 
hastily exchanged sound direction for confusion, error for right 
guidance, fear for protection, fright for security, despite the painful 
chastisement and mighty punishment which has been prepared for 
them eventually. They have failed and lost; this is manifest loss. 

=>Qatada: 

By God, you have seen them going from guidance into error, 
from the community {jama a) into scission, from security into 
fear, and from the surma into innovation (bid'a). 1 [385] 
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§ The Arabic «fa-ma rabihat tijaratu-hum » literally means ‘their commerce has 
not profited’, and so it might seem reasonable to object that it is not the 
commerce but the merchant who profits or looses. Tabari, however, explains, 
with examples from poetry, that the Arabs sometimes use expressions like 
nama lailuka ( = lit., ‘Your night has slept’) to mean ‘You have slept through the 
night’, and that, accordingly, the verse should be understood to mean ‘their 
commerce has not profited them'. 


male? How can He make a statement about a single person a simile for a 
group? Why is it not said: ‘Their likeness is as the likeness of those who 
kindled a fire’? If you permit a single person to be used as a simile for a 
group, do you allow someone who sees a group of men whose forms, 
and the perfection of whose physique and bodies delight him, to say ‘It 
is as if they — or their bodies— were a date-palm’? 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA KANU MUHTADINA 

By His words « and they are not rightly guided », r God n means that they 
were not rightly guided when they preferred error to right guidance, 
took unbelief rather than belief, and purchased hypocrisy at the price of 
attesting and averring the truth. 

1 The word sunna means ‘custom’ or ‘practice’. It is used in two principal technical senses: the 
surma of God (e.g., in 17: 77, 33: 62, 35: 43, 48: 23), and the surma of the Prophet (not a Qur’anic 
usage). The latter is the sense which occurs most frequently in Traditions, where it refers to 
Muhammad’s utterances, actions, and tacit approval, and to the practice established by him. Its 
opposite, in this second sense, is bid' a (“innovation), that which is not sanctioned by surma. It is also 
possible that in this Tradition these terms are being used in the more general sense of the surma of 
the Community and deviation therefrom. 
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mathalu-hum ka-mathali ’lladhi ’ stauqada tidran fa-lammd adci’at ma 
haula-hu dhahaba ’ llahu bi-niiri-him wa-taraka-hum ft zulumatin la 

yubsirutia 

Their likeness is as the likeness of one who kindled a fire, and, 
after it lit all about him, God took away their light, and left them 
in darkness, unseeing, 


question: How can it be said: «Their likeness is as the likeness of 
one who kindled a fire®, when you know that ‘their’ alludes to a 
collection of men, or men and women, and ‘one’ refers to a single 


reply: In the place where our Lord likened a group of the hypocrites 
to a single person, whom He made an example for their actions, it is 
quite properly permitted, r as it is 1 in similar instances, when He 
likewise said « their eyes rolling like one who swoons from death® 
(33: 19), i-e., like the rolling of the eye which swoons from death, and 
«your creation and your awakening are but as a single soul» (31: 28), 
meaning: but as the awakening of a single soul. 

But the comparison of the group of men, with respect to their 
tallness and perfection of physique, to a single date-palm is not 
permissible, nor are similar Samples 1 , because of a difference between 
the two r sides of the comparison 1 . 

The comparison between the group of hypocrites and the single 
fire-kindler is permissible because the intention behind the statement 
about the likeness of the hypocrites is a statement about the likeness of 
their being illuminated by their averring declarations, although they 
secretly held other ruinous beliefs, and by their mixing of their secret 
hypocrisy with apparent avowals of true belief; and there is a single 
meaning, not a variety of meanings, to their being illuminated, even 

though the individuals r being illuminated 1 are various 

The interpretation is: The likeness of the hypocrites’ being 
illuminated — by the attestation of the truth of God, Muhammad, and 
what he brought, which they declared, while in their belief they were 
giving it the lie — is as the likeness of the fire-kindler’s being 
illuminated. Then mention of ‘being illuminated’ is omitted, and the 
likeness is attributed to them Instead 1 , | ‘‘because 1 it is understood by the 
listeners, through what is expressed, that the simile is being coined for 
these people’s ‘being illuminated’ by what they aver, rather than for 
their real corporeal instances. 

Because of what we have described, it is permissible and proper that 
His saying « their likeness is as the likeness of one who kindled a fire® 
should compare, in words, the group with a single person, because the 
intention behind the comparison is, in meaning, a single thing. But 
when it is intended to express a comparison between a collection of 
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individual human beings, or actual things which have forms and 
bodies, and something r else"*, the correct way is to compare group with 
group, and single thing with single thing, because each single item ... is 
different from the Others 1 . 

Because of this semantic aspect, there is a difference between what is 
said when comparing actions and r what is said when comparing other 
kinds of 1 nouns. It is permissible to compare the actions of a collection 
of people, and other things, when they have a single meaning, with the 
action of a single thing, and then to omit the nouns denoting 1 the 
actions and relate the likeness to those who perform the action. Thus 
one says: ‘Their actions were just like the action of a dog’; then the 
omission is made and one says: ‘Their actions were like a dog’, or ‘like 
dogs’, when one means ‘like the action of a dog’, or ‘like the action of 
dogs’. But it is not permissible to say: ‘They were just like a date-palm’, 
when one intends to compare their bodies to date-palms in tallness and 
perfection. 

(...) 

[t]: first opinion 
=*-Ibn ‘Abbas: 

God has coined a simile for the hypocrites, and has said « Their 
likeness is as the likeness of one who kindled a fire, and, after it lit 
all about him, God took away their light, and left them in 
darkness, unseeing », i.e., fnot 1 seeing the truth and affirming it, so 
that, when they emerged with it from the darkness of unbelief, 
they smothered it with their unbelief in it, and with their 
hypocrisy about it; so He left them in the darkness of unbelief, and 
they could not recognize right guidance and could not uphold the 
truth. [386] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

This simile which God has coined for the hypocrites ’’shows 1 that 
they sought power through r falsely professing 1 Islam, so that the 
Muslims intermarried with them, and treated them as heirs and 
shared booty with them; but, when they died, God deprived them 
of this power, just as He deprived the possessor of fire of the light. 

« And left them in darkness», i.e., in torment. [387] 


THIRD OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

Some people entered Islam when the Prophet arrived in Medina, 
and then became hypocrites. Their likeness was as the likeness of a 
man who was in darkness, and who kindled a fire which shed light 
for him on the vexing and harmful things around him, so that he 
perceived them and knew what he should be on his guard against. 
While things were thus, his fire went out, and he started to be 
unaware of the harmful things he should guard against. Such is the 
case of the hypocrite: he was in the darkness of polytheism and 
then he professed Islam; then he knew what is permitted and what 
is forbidden, what is good and what is bad. While things were 
thus, he turned to unbelief, and he came not to know what is 
permitted and what is forbidden, what is good and what is bad. 
The light is belief in what Muhammad brought; and the darkness 
is their hypocrisy. [388] 

FOURTH OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

God coins it as a simile for the hypocrites. As for the light, it is 
their true belief which they gave voice to; as for the darkness, it is 
their erring and unbelief which they gave voice to. They were a 
group who had followed right guidance but were then deprived 
of it; after this they became arrogant. [389] 

FIFTH OPINION 

=>Qatada: 

The hypocrite said ‘There is no god but God’, and r this 
testimony 1 shed light for him in the world: he married Muslims 
by it, went on razzias with the Muslims by it, inherited from these 
Muslims by it, and his blood and property were protected by it. 
But when he died, the hypocrite was deprived of this, because 
there was no root to it in his heart, and no reality in his 
knowledge. [390, and 391] 

=^A 1 -Dahliak b. Muzabim: 

The light is their belief which they give voice to, and the darkness 
is their error and unbelief. [392] 
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SIXTH OPINION 

=s»Mujahid: 

The light of the fire: their drawing near to the believers and right 
guidance. The dwindling of their light: their drawing near to the 
unbelievers and going astray. [393, 394, 395] 

=>A 1 -Rabl ' b. Anas: 

The brightness and light of the fire is what kindled it, and when it 
died out, its light went away. Thus it was with the hypocrite: 
whenever he said the Confession of Pure Faith ( kalimat al-ikhlas, 

- ‘There is no god but God’), it cast light for him, but when he 
doubted, he tumbled into the darkness. [396. See also =>'Abd 
al-Rahman b. Zaid, 397] 

tabari’s opinion: The preferred interpretation of the verse is 
what Qatada [390, 391] and al-Pahhak [392] said, and what was 
narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas [387], that is to say: God coined this simile for 
the hypocrites ...» not for those who publicly announced their unbelief 
and proclaimed their polytheism. If the simile had been Coined 1 for 
those who believed with a genuine belief, and then proclaimed unbelief 
with a genuine proclamation, as those supposed who interpreted . . . 
r this verse to mean 1 that the light of the fire is a simile for the faith 
which they genuinely held, and that the diminishing of their light is a 
simile for their genuine reversion and proclamation of unbelief, then 
there was no deception or derision in their souls, nor any hypocrisy. . . . 
The designation of hypocrisy would then be inapplicable to them since, 
in their state of genuine belief, they would be believers, and in their 
state of genuine unbelief, they would be unbelievers; there would not 
then be any third state in which they would be hypocrites. 

(...) 

If The likeness of the hypocrites being illuminated — by r their n 
verbal affirmation to the Messenger of God of his veracity, and by their 
saying to him and the believers: ‘We believe in God, His Books, His 
Messengers, and the Last Day’, so that they were thereby judged in the 
present world as the Muslims were, with respect to the sparing of blood 
and property, the security of their offspring from captivity, marriage, 
and inheritance — is as the likeness of the fire-kindler’s being illumina- 
ted by the fire: once he profits from its brightness and sees the darkness 
around him illuminated by its light, the fire goes out and his light 


disappears, and the one seeking illumination by it returns to darkness 
and confusion. 

The hypocrite continued to seek illumination by the light of words 
with which he protected himself from death and captivity in his 
r terrestriaP life, despite his secretly believing what would have entailed 
necessary death and deprivation of property had he declared it. His soul 
caused him to imagine that he was thereby deriding and deceiving 
God, His Messenger, and the believers, and enticed him into thinking 
that when he came to his Lord in the Hereafter he would be saved from 
'punishment 1 by the same lying and hypocrisy which saved him in this 
world. Have you not heard God saying, when He described them and 
then announced what will happen when they come to Him: «Upon the 
day when God shall awaken them all together, and they will swear to 
Him, as they swear to you, and think they are on something. Surely, 
they are the liars! » (58: 18)? . . . But God will extinguish their light on 
the Day of the Resurrection, and they will ask the believers to wait so 
that they can ask to borrow their light, but they will be told to return 
back and seek a light, and to roast in hell-fire. When God takes away 
their light and leaves them in darkness, unseeing, just as He extinguishes 
the kindler’s fire after it has shed light for him, he will be left in his 
darkness, confused and wandering. God says: «Upon the day when the 
hypocrites, men and women, shall say to those who have believed: 
‘Wait for us, so that we may borrow your light’, it shall be said: 
‘Return you back behind, and seek for a light!’ And a wall shall be set 
up between them having a door in the inward whereof is mercy, and 
against the outward whereof is chastisement. They shall be calling unto 
them: ‘Were we not with you?’ They shall say: ‘Yes indeed; but you 
tempted yourselves, and you awaited, and you were in doubt, and 
fancies deluded you, until God’s commandment came, and the Deluder 
deluded you concerning God. Therefore today no ransom shall be 
taken from you, neither from those who disbelieved. Your refuge is the 
Fire. That is your master — an evil homecoming!’* (57: 13-15) 

(•••) 
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2: 18 

p* 

summun bukmun * umyun fa-hum la yarfx'una 
deaf, dumb, blind — so they shall not return. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF fUMMUN BUKMUN 'UMYUN 
FA-HUM LA YARJI'UNA 

Since the interpretation of r the previous verse 1 ... is as we have 
described it — that it is God’s announcement about what He will do to 
the hypocrites in the Hereafter — , ... it is clear that His words «deaf, 
dumb, blind — so they shall not return* are a delayed sentence intended 
to precede in meaning, and that the meaning of the Hwhole 1 sentence is: 
Those who bought error at the price of guidance, so that their 
commerce has not profited them and they have not been rightly 
guided, are deaf, dumb, blind, and they shall not return. Their likeness 
is as the likeness of one who kindled a fire, and when it lit all about him 
God took away their light, and left them in darkness, unseeing; or as 
the likeness of a cloudburst out of heaven. 1 

§ Tabari gives two reasons for the nominative reading « summun buk- 
mun 'umyun», and two for an alternative accusative reading «summan 
bukman 'umyan», but he eventually rejects such an accusative reading on the 
grounds that no one can go against the record of the mushafs of the Muslims. 

This, then, is an announcement from God about the hypocrites: that 
in buying error at the price of guidance, they did not follow right 
guidance and the truth, but rather that they were deaf to, and hence 
could not hear, either of them, because they were defeated by God’s 
abandoning them, and had lost the power to speak, and hence to 
reason, with them, . . . and were blind, and hence could not see and 
understand them, because God had sealed their hearts with their 
hypocrisy so that they were not rightly guided. What we say about this 
is the same as the learned interpreters say. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

They are 1 « deaf, dumb, blind* to the good. [398] 


=*Ibn ‘Abbas: 

They did not hear the guidance, nor see it, nor understand it. [399] 
(■•) 

=>Qatada: 

They are deaf to the truth, so they do not hear it; blind to the 
truth, so they do not see it; and cannot voice the truth, so they do 
not pronounce it. [401] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-HUM LA YARJI'UNA 

His words « so they shall not return*, is an announcement from God . . . 
that they shall not return to renouncing their error, and shall not turn in 
repentance from their hypocrisy. He takes away from the believers all 
hope that r these people 1 will see right guidance, or speak the truth, or 
hear one who calls to guidance, or that they will mind and turn from 
error, just as He takes away from rthem 1 all hope for the repentance of 
the leaders of the unbelievers of the people of scripture, or the 
polytheists and their learned men, on whose hearts and hearing He has 
said He has set a seal, and on whose eyes, a covering. 

=>Qatada: 

They will not repent, nor will they mind. [402] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas‘ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

They will not return to Islam. [403] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«They shall not return*, i.e., they shall not return to right 
guidance, nor to the good; they shall not attain salvation as long as 
they do what they are doing. [404, the continuation of 398] 

The reading seems to be against this latter interpretation, for it says 
that God announces about this group that they will not return, . . . 
without restricting this condition of theirs to any particular time or any 
particular situation. But the report we have mentioned from Ibn ‘Abbas 
says that this characteristic of theirs is restricted to a time, which is as 
long as they persist in their affair, and that they have a way to turn from 
it. But this is a false claim in this interpretation, for which there is no 
evidence from its ostensive r meaning 1 , or from any report establishing 
an incontrovertible proof. 

1 See the exegesis of the following verse. 
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2: 19-20 


=>Ibn 'Abbas: 
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<iu/ ka-saiyibin mina ’l-sama i ft -hi zulumatun wa-ra'dun wa-barqun 
yaj'aliina asabi' a-hum ft adhani-him mina ’l-sawa'iqi hadhara 
* l-mauti wa-’llahu muhitun bi-’l-kajirtna * yakddu ’l-barqu yakhtafu 
absara-hum kullama adaa la-hum mashaw ft-hi wa-idha azlama 
e alay-him qamu wa-law sha'a ’ llahu la-dhahaba bi-sam' i-him wa- 
absari-him inna ’llaha f ala kulli shai'in qa dirun 

or as a downpour out of the sky in which is darkness, and 
thunder, and lightning — they put their fingers in their ears 
against the thunderbolt, fearful of death; and God encompasses 
the unbelievers; * the lightning wellnigh snatches away their sight; 
whenever it gives them light, they walk in it, and when it grows 
dark over them, they halt; had God willed, He would have taken 
away their hearing and their sight. Truly, God is powerful over 

everything. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF A W KA-SAIYIBIN MINA ’l-SAMA’ I 

$aiyib comes from the r I st form 1 verb saba, which can have the 
meaning ‘to drop’, ‘to come down’, when the subject is ‘rain’.J . . . 
What we say about this is confirmed by what the interpreters say. 

=s»Ibn 'Abbas: 

r « Saiyib » is 1 rain ( qatr ). [405 1 
=>IbnJuraij: 

*Afa’ said to me: ‘ Al-saiyib is rain ( matar )’. [406] 


Al-saiyib is rain (matar). [407, 409, 415; also =>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn 
Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 408; =>Qatada, 410, 41 1; 
=s>Mujahid, 413; =>A 1 -Rabl'b. Anas, 414; =>'Ata’, 418] 

(..) 

=>Mujahid: 

Al-saiyib is the early spring rain ( rabi* ). [412] 

^•'Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid: 

This means: 1 Like abundant rain ( ghaith ) from the sky. [416] 
=>Sufyan: 

Al-saiyib : that in which is rain. [417] 

•If The likeness of the hypocrites’ seeking illumination by the light 
of their avowal of Islam, despite their concealment of unbelief, is the 
likeness of the fire-kindler’s illumination by the light of his fire, 
according to those characteristics which God has described; or '"again 1 it 
is as the likeness of darkening rain which falls steadily from a cloud-gap 
in the sky, and is borne by a pitch-dark rain-cloud on a tenebrous night. 
This is the darkness which God states is in r the sky 1 . 

objection: Are these both similes for the hypocrites, or is only one 
of them? If they are both similes for the hypocrites, then why is it « or 
like a downpour », when ‘or’ introduces a sense of doubt into the 
sentence, and not « and like a downpour », with ‘and’ . . .? If only one of 
them is a simile for this group, why begin the next phrase with ‘or’? 
You know that ‘or’ introduces doubt about his statement on the part of 
the person speaking . . . , but it is not permissible in the case of God that 
doubt should be attached to Him in anything, or that knowledge of 
anything should escape Him, either in what He communicates or in 
what He refrains from communicating. 

reply: The matter here is quite different from what you believe. 
Although ‘or’ can, in some cases, introduce a sense of doubt, it also 
points to the same thing as ‘and’ does.J Such is the case with « or as a 
downpour from the sky». . . . Similarly, the reason for omitting ‘the 
likeness’ from « or as a downpour » r is that 1 , since His words «as the 
likeness of a fire-kindler ...» indicate that the meaning of this r phrase 1 is 
‘as the likeness of a downpour’, He omitted ‘likeness’ and dispensed 
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with a repeated mention of ‘likeness’ for the sake of conciseness and 
brevity. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FI- HI %UL UMATUN WA -JR A 'D UN 
WA-BARQUN YAj'ALUNA A$ABl' A-HUM FI ADHANI-HIM MINA 
’L-SA WA’lQI HADHARA ’l-MAUTI WA- LL A H U MU HIT UN 
BI-’L-KAFIRINA * YAKADU ’ L-BARQU YAKHTAFU 
ABSARA-HUM KULLAMA ADA’A LA-HUM MASHA W FI-HI 
WA -ID HA AZLAMA ' ALA Y-HIM QAM U 

Zulumat is the plural of zuluma ( = darkness). 

[t]: ra'd ( = thunder): first opinion: Some of them said it 
is an angel who holds back the clouds. 

=>Mujahid: 

Thunder is an angel who drives along the clouds by his voice. 
[419, 420, 421; and also, in reduced form, 428, 432] 

(..) 

=>Shahr b. Haushab: 

Thunder is an angel in charge of driving on the clouds — as the 
camel-driver drives on the camels— praising r God 1 . Whenever 
one cloud clashes with another, he screams at it; and, when he 
becomes violently angry, fire rushes out from within him, and this 
is the thunderbolts ( sawa'iq ) which you see. [423] 

(..) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Thunder is an angel who drives the clouds along by praising and 
glorifying r GodT [425] 

=> Ibn 'Abbas: 

Al-Ra'd is the name of an angel, and this voice of his is his praising 
•"God 1 . When he drives the clouds along with violence, they shake 
and scrape against each other; then lightning is emitted from 
within them. [426] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Thunder is an angel who drives on the clouds with praise r of 
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God 1 , just as the camel-driver drives on camels with his chanting. 

[ 427 ] 

(••) 

§ TabarT gives further similar Traditions =*>*Ikrima [429, 431, 435], =>Qatada 
[43o]» =*“*AITb. AbITalib [433]. 

second opinion: Others said that thunder is a wind which is 
constricted beneath the clouds and then rises, and from this comes the 
noise. 

=> r Furat b. AbT'Abd al-Rahman al-Qazzaz al- TamimP: 

Ibn 'Abbas wrote to Abu ’l-Jald asking him about thunder. He 

replied: ‘Thunder is a wind.’ [438. See also =>Abu Kathlr, 437] 

tabari s opinion: If thunder is what Ibn 'Abbas and Mujahid 
said, the meaning of the verse is: Or like a downpour from the sky in 
which is darkness and the voice of thunder. For if thunder is an angel 
driving on the clouds, he cannot be in the downpour, because the 
downpour is that which drops from the direction of the clouds, and 
thunder is in the air of the sky driving on the clouds. On the other 
hand, if he was there in the Train 1 , he would have no audible voice, and 
there would be nothing there for anyone to be frightened of. One says: 
‘With every drop of rain there is an angel’, so, if he was with the 
downpour, when his voice would not be heard, he would be no more 
than one of these angels who come down with the drops r of rain 1 to the 
earth, in that there would be nothing for anyone to fear in him. If the 
matter is as we have described it from what Ibn 'Abbas said, then it is 
clear that the meaning of the verse is: Or as the likeness of an abundant 
rain which drops from a sky in which is darkness and the voice of 
thunder. . . . There is no need to mention his voice, because mentioning 
him by name indicates the intention behind what is said. If thunder is 
what Abu l-Jald says [438 above], then there is nothing r such as 
sound 1 omitted from His words «in which is darkness and thunder », 
because it then means ‘in which is darkness and thunder’ which is what 
we have described. 

[t]: barq ( = lightning): first opinion 

=>*AIT r b. AbITalib 1 : 

Lightning is the scourges of the angels. [439] 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Lightning is the scourges in the hands of the angels driving along 
the clouds. [440J 

=>'AIT b. AbTJalib: 

Thunder is the angel, and lightning is his striking the clouds with 
an iron scourge. [441] 

second opinion: Others say it is the whip of light with which 
the angel drives along the clouds. r Ibn 'Abbas 1 is mentioned as having 
said this [442]. 

THIRD OPINION 

=> r Furat b. AbT 'Abd al-Rahman al-Qazzaz al-Tamlmi 1 : 

Ibn 'Abbas wrote to Abu ’ 1 -Jald asking him about barq. He replied: 

‘ Al-barq is water.’ [444. See also =>Abu Kathlr, 443; =>A Basran 
reciter, 445] 

fourth opinion: Others say it is an angel’s striking r with a 
sword, scourge, etc. 1 .! 

=>Mujahid: 

Al-barq is the striking by an angel. [446] 

=>Ibn Muslim al-Ta’ifi: 

It has reached me that al-barq is an angel with four faces: a face of a 
man, a face of a bull, a face of an eagle, and a face of a lion. When 
he strikes (masa'a) with his wings, that is lightning (barq). [447. See 
also =>Shu'aib al- Jaba’I, 448] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Al-barq is an angel. [449] 

(...) 

tabari’s opinion: It is possible that what 'All b. AbT Talib, Ibn 
'Abbas, and Mujahid said has a single meaning, which is that the 
scourges which *AH, may God be pleased with him, said are the 
lightning, are the whips of light with which the angel drives along the 
clouds, as Ibn 'Abbas said. And the angel’s urging on the clouds with 
them is his striking (mas a) them; that is to say, the basic meaning of 
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r the I st form verb 1 masa'a among the Arabs is to combat with swords; it 
is then used in connection with everything with which wars, and other 
r kinds of combat 1 , were fought.| Mujahid seems to have said ‘the 
striking by an angel’, only because the clouds do not fight the angel, 
rather that the thunder strikes them, and he used the verbal noun from 
the verb ‘to strike’. 

We have already mentioned what Shahr b. Haushab said about 
sa'iqa ( = thunderbolt) [423 above]. 

[t]: the verses as a whole: first opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Or as a downpour out of the sky in which is darkness, and 
thunder, and lightning — they put their fingers in their ears against 
the thunderbolts, fearful of death . . .», i.e., they are, with respect 
to the darkness of unbelief in which they find themselves, their 
worry that they will be killed by virtue of their opposition, and 
their fear of you, in the same state as the one who is in the darkness 
of a downpour, as He has described: he puts his fingers in his ears 
against the thunderbolts, fearful of death. «. . . the lightning 
wellnigh snatches away their sight . . .», i.e., because of the 
intensity of the light of truth, «... whensoever it giveth them 
light, they walk in it, and when it grows dark over them, they halt 
. . .», i.e., r when n they recognize the truth and give voice to it, they 
^walk 1 straight by their profession of it, but when they withdraw 
from it into unbelief, they stand still, bewildered. [451] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas ud, and => A group of Companions: 

r In these two verses, 19 and 20, 1 saiyib is rain. Two men from the 
hypocrites of Medina had deserted the Messenger of God for the 
polytheists, and were caught in this rainstorm 1 which God 
mentions, in which there was loud thunder, thunderbolts, and 
lightning. Whenever the thunderbolts threw light upon them, 
they would stick their fingers in their ears out of fear that the 
thunderbolts would enter into their ears and kill them. When the 
lightning flashed, they would proceed in its light, but, when it did 
not flash, they could not see, and halted where they were and did 
not proceed. They began to say: ‘If only we could reach daybreak, 
we could go to Muhammad and put our hands in his r in 
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allegiance 1 .’ Then the day rose on them, and they went to him 
and professed Islam; they put their hands in his, and their Islam 
became good. 

God took the case of these two seceding hypocrites as an 
example for the hypocrites of Medina. When the hypocrites 
attended the Prophet’s sessions, they would put their fingers in 
their ears out of fear of the speech of the Prophet, that a revelation 
concerning them should come down, or that something should be 
mentioned about them and they would be killed, just like those 
two seceding hypocrites who stuck their fingers in their ears, and, 
when there was light, walked in it. When r the hypocrites 1 gained 
much wealth and had sons, and shared in booty or conquest, they 
would walk on in r this prosperity 1 and say: ‘The religion of 
Muhammad is a religion of truthfulness.’ They would go straight 
on it, just as these two hypocrites had proceeded: when the 
lightning shone upon them, they proceeded in it r ’s light 1 , and 
when darkness fell on them they stood still. But when their 
property was wiped out and girls were bom to them, and 
misfortune afflicted them, the hypocrites 1 would say: ‘This is due 
to the religion of Muhammad.’ So they would turn back to 
unbelief, just as these two hypocrites had stood still when the 
lightning hopped and 1 darkness fell on them. [452] 

THIRD OPINION 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«Or as a downpour from the sky . . .», like rain, «... in which is 
darkness, and thunder, and lightning . . . », to the end of the verse; 
this is the likeness of the hypocrite in the light of what he says and 
does in accordance with what he has of the Book of God, 
dissembling to the people. But when he retires alone, he acts 
contrary to it. He is then in darkness as long as he persists in it. The 
darkness is errancy ( dalala ), the lightning is belief ( iman ), and 
‘they’ are the people of scripture. When they are left in darkness, 
they are the same as a man who grabs onto the edge of the truth, 
but cannot get beyond it. [453] 

FOURTH OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«Or as a downpour from the sky ...»>, which is the rain. Thereby 


rGod 1 coins a simile in the Qur’an. When He says «... in which is 
darkness . . .», He means ‘affliction’; «... and thunder . . .», He 
means ‘in it there is alarm’; «... and lightning . . . », «. . . the 
lightning wellnigh snatches away their sight . . . », He means that 
the clear fpart 1 ( muhkam ) of the Qur’an points out the deficiencies 
of the hypocrites; «... whenever it gives them light, they walk in 
it . . . *, He means that whenever the hypocrites obtain some power 
from Islam they are at rest, whereas if Islam is struck by a 
misfortune, they halt so as to turn back to unbelief. He says «... 
and when it grows dark over them, they halt . . . », which is like 
His words: «And among men there is such a one as serves God 
upon the very edge — if good befalls him he is at rest in it, but if a 
trial befalls him he turns completely over; he loses this world and 
the world to come; that indeed is the manifest loss. [454] 

Then all the other interpreters differ subsequently, reflecting the 
differences which are narrated from Ibn 'Abbas. 

=*-Mujahid: 

The lightning’s bringing light and darkness is r in continuation of 1 
this simile. [455, 456, and 457] 

=>Qatada, concerning these verses . . .: 

When the hypocrite sees in Islam prosperity, safety, and solace 
from the hardships of life, he says: ‘I am with you; I am one of 
you.’ But when a calamity befalls him, by God, he tears off on it 
and is then unable to throw off despair, for he has no patience in 
misfortune, and does not anticipate the wages thereof nor foresee 
the outcome. [458] 

^•Qatada: 

r « . . . in which is darkness, and thunder, and lightning . . . » 1 The 
most cowardly of people who do not hear anything unless they sup- 
pose themselves to be perishing because of it, fearful of death; «... 
God encompasses the unbelievers . . .». Then He coins another 
simile for them, and says «... the lightning wellnigh snatches away 
their sight; whenever it gives light, they walk in it . . . »; He means: 
‘This hypocrite, when his possessions increase, his livestock 
multiplies and he is in good health, says: “Nothing but good has 
happened to me since I entered this religion of mine.”’ «... and 
when it grows dark over them, they halt . . . »; He means: ‘When 
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their possessions dwindle, and their livestock is destroyed, and 
misfortune befalls them, they halt, bewildered.’ [459] 

=>A 1 -Rabi' b. Anas: 

r * * * • in which is darkness, and thunder, and lightning . . . » l Their 
likeness is as the likeness of a people who travel on a dark night, 
when there is rain, and thunder and lightning, along the way. 
When there is a flash of lightning, they see the road and proceed 
along it; but when the lightning dies down they are confused. 
Thus it is with the hypocrite; whenever he utters the Testimony of 
Pure Faith ( kalimat al-ikhlas), 1 light shines forth for him, but 
when he doubts he is confused, and falls down into darkness. Thus 
also are His words «... whenever it gives them light, they walk in 
it; and when it grows dark over them, they halt ....... in their 

ears and eyes, by using which they move among people; « . . .had 
God willed, He would have taken away their hearing and their 
sight . . . ». [460] 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid . . . recited . . . r these two verses 1 , and 
said. This also is a simile which God coins for the hypocrites: they 
seek light through Islam [=>A 1 -Dahhak b. Muzahim, 461, \ . . 
the lightning is faith’], just as this person r in the verse 1 seeks 
illumination from the light of this lightning. [462] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

There is nothing in the world which he hears without thinking it 
is about him, and that it spells death, because of his horror of 
it and the hypocrite has the greatest horror of death among the 
creatures of God. It is as if they were in a wilderness in a 
rain r storm, trying to 1 escape from the thunderbolts. [463] 

=> c Ata’ : 

It is a simile coined for the unbeliever. [464] 

ja bari’s opinion: Now, although these opinions which we 
have quoted from those we narrated them from differ in the forms of 
expression used by those who said them, they are close to one another 
in meaning, because together they announce that God coins the 
downpour as a simile for the apparent belief of the hypocrite; He likens 
the darkness in it to his errancy; the shining of the lightning in it to the 


Sura 2, verses 1 9-20 157 

light of his belief; his guarding himself against the thunderbolts by 
sticking his fingers in his ears, to his faint-heartedness and craven spirit 
due to r his fear of 1 God’s punishment falling on him; his walking in the 
light of the lightning, to his uprightness in the light of his belief; and his 
halting in the darkness, to his confusion in his errancy and his setback in 
his stray roaming. 

Since the matter is as we have described it, the interpretation of the 
versed 1 is that ^they are 1 a simile for what the hypocrites sought 
illumination by^, i.e., their duplicitous belief 1 . . ., and •"for 1 their not 
knowing which of the two ways laid out for them was right guidance: 
unbelief, which was their way before God sent Muhammad with what 
He sent him with for them; or that which Muhammad had brought 
them from their Lord. They were apprehensive about God’s threat to 
them through the tongue of Muljammad, and, at the same time as 
being apprehensive about it, they doubted its truth — «in their hearts is a 
sickness and God has added to their sickness » (2: 10). It is as the likeness 
of heavy nocturnal rain in pitch-dark clouds on a dark night; thunder 
drives them on, the violent lightning bursts its flashes forth from their 
edges, flailing about; the brilliance of the lightning almost perishes the 
eyes, dazzling them with the strength of its effulgence and the light of 
its shafts; time after time, thunderbolts are flung down from the 
•"clouds 1 , and souls almost succumb from the violence of the mortifying 
terror. 

The ‘downpour’, then, is the likeness of the verbal declaration by the 
hypocrites of their avowal and attestation of the truth; the ‘darkness’ 
which is there is r the likeness 1 of the darkness of •'their 1 doubt, disbelief, 
and the sickness of •"their 1 hearffs 1 , which they kept secret. As for the 
thunder and the thunderbolts, it is a likeness for their apprehension 
about God s threat to them, on the tongue of His Messenger in the 
verses of His Book, that •’they 1 would be punished, now or in the 
future, while at the same time they doubted the •‘threat 1 : did it exist or 
not? was it real or was it a lie and false? As a result of their apprehension 
about whether this was true r or not 1 , they protected themselves against 
it by verbally attesting the truth of what Muhammad brought, out of 
fear of destruction befalling them and of the retribution that would 
come down on them. This is the interpretation of His words «... they 
put their fingers in their ears against the thunderbolts, fearful of death 
. . . », by which He means: They guarded against God’s threat, which 
He had sent down in His Book on the tongue of His Messenger, by voic- 
ing an apparent attestation r of his veracity 1 , just as someone who is 
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frightened protects himself against the noise of the thunderbolts by 
covering his ears and putting his fingers in them, thereby taking 
precautions. 

We have mentioned the Tradition from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas 
[452] . . . r about n the hypocrites putting their fingers in their ears when 
they were attending Muhammad's sessions. ... If this is true — we do 
not know if it is true because the chain of transmission is questionable — 
then what has been narrated from them is correct. But if it is not true, 
the preferable interpretation of the verse is what we have said, because 
God has told us r about the duplicity and doubt of the hypocrites 1 at the 
beginning of His narration about them, . . . and He describes them thus 
in all the verses of the Qur’an in which He gives a description of them. 
It is the same in this verse. And God makes their putting their fingers in 
their ears a simile for their taking precautions concerning the 
Messenger of God and the believers as we have mentioned, just as 
someone who hears the noise of a thunderbolt takes precautions by 
putting his fingers in his ears. . . . Similarly, He has made his words «... 
fearful of death ...» a simile for their fear and anxiety about the 
imminent descent of the devastating punishment with which they had 
been threatened, just as someone who hears the noise of a thunderbolt 
puts his fingers in his ears fearing that he will perish and die, that he will 
succumb to its violence. 

(...) 

Qatada and Ibnjuraij [459, 463], have interpreted «... they put their 
fingers in their ears against the thunderbolts, fearful of death ...» as a 
description by God of the hypocrites as anxious, faint-hearted, and 
loathing death, and they have interpreted as relevant to this His words: 
«They think every cry is against them.» (63: 4) But I do not think the 
matter is as they say. There were among r the hypocrites 1 those whose 
bravery is not in doubt and whose courage is not repudiated, such as 
Quzman 2 whose stature on r the battlefield of 1 Uhud was unequalled 
by any of the believers. Rather, they disliked attending assemblies with 
the Messenger of God, and turned from helping him against his 
enemies, because they had no perspicacity into their religion and did 
not accept the veracity of the Messenger of God. . . . 

His words «... and God encompasses the unbelievers ...» mean that 
He rounds them up and brings about His punishment of them. 

=>Mujahid: 

He will round them up in Gehenna. [466, also 467] 


=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

God will bring this down on them as retribution. [468] 

Then He returned to the hypocrites’ verbal attestation r of belief 1 , 
and informed r us"* about that, about them, and about their hypocrisy, 
completing the simile which He began to coin for them and their 
doubt, and the sickness of their hearts. He said «... the lightning . . . », 
meaning . . . their attestation, by verbal declaration, of the truth 
of God, His Messenger, and what he brought from their Lord. . . . 
« . . . wellnigh snatches away their sight . . .», i.e., sweeps it away, 
steals it, dazzles it with the brilliance of its illumination and the light of 
its shafts. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

It will dazzle their eyes, and it is not yet done. [469] 

(...) 

Then He said «... whenever it gives them light and He 

makes the lightning a simile for their belief. 

If « . . . r W 1 henever it gives them light . . . » — whenever belief shines 
forth for them . . , rbecause 1 they see in it the things of this world which 
please them: victory over enemies, the taking of booty in military 
expeditions, many conquests and the gains therefrom, fortune in 
possessions, physical well-being and security in their bodies, family and 
children; this is its shining on them. . . . — « . . . they walk in it . . . » — they 
walk in the light of the lightning . . .; whenever they see in belief the 
things of this world which please them . . . , they keep to it and endure 
in it, just as the traveller walks on in the darkness of the night and the 
storm, which God has described, when a flash of lightning makes his 
way visible. . . . 

The meaning of this ‘growing dark’ is that when the hypocrites did 
not see in Islam the things of their world that pleased them, when God 
tested the believers among His servants with adversity and tried them 
with calamities and afflictions — failures in their expeditions, victories 
therein to their enemies, reversal in their worldly fortunes — , they 
would establish their hypocrisy and keep to their errancy, just like the 
traveller in the rainstorm whom He describes; when it grows dark and 
the light of the lightning disappears, and he cannot find his way and 
looses his path. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA W SHA’A ’ LLAHU 
LA-DHAHABA BI-SAM'l-HIM WA-AB$A RI-HIM 

r GocP specified the ears and the eyes — that He would have taken 
them away from the hypocrites if He had wanted — and not the 
other parts of their bodies, because of what was previously mention- 
ed r about these organs 1 in these two verses. . . . He followed on this 
mention by ■’saying 1 that if He had wanted He would have taken 
■"these faculties 1 away from the hypocrites as a punishment for their 
hypocrisy and unbelief, as a threat from God like His threat to them 
in the preceding verse when He said «... and God encompasses the 
unbelievers . . .*. He thereby described Himself as having power 
over them, individually and as a group, to bring His displeasure to 
bear on them, to bring down His vengeance on them, thereby 
warning them of His force, making them fearful of His punishment, 
so that they might fear His might and hasten to Him with their 
repentance. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« r H 1 ad God willed. He would have taken away their hearing and 
their sight*, because of the truth they had abandoned after coming 
to know it. [470] 

(••) 

§ Tabari also replies to an objection about sant' (= hearing) being in the 
singular and absar ( = sight) being in the plural. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF INNA ’LLAHA 
’ALA KULLI SHAl'lN 

qadTrun 

God attributes power over everything to Himself here because He is 
causing the hypocrites to fear His might and force. He informs them 
that He encompasses them, and that He has the power to take away 
their hearing and sight. Then He says: ‘O hypocrites, fear Me, and 
beware of My deceit and that of My Messenger and those who 
believe in Me, lest I bring down My vengeance upon you. Indeed I 
have power over this and r alP other things.’ QadTr means qddir 
( = powerful), just as altm means 'alim ( = knowing), according to 
r the rule 1 we have previously described whereby the form fa'il 
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r qadtr, ‘alinO intensifies the praise or blame attached to the form ja'il 
r qddir, ' alim 1 . 

1 See above Exeg. 2: 17, p. 144. 

2 Quzman was one of the warriors at the battle of Ubud who fought on the side of the 
Prophet and killed many of the polytheists. The Prophet, however, considered him to be a 
denizen of hell, and, after the battle, severely wounded, Quzman killed himself with an arrow, 
vindicating Muhammad's condemnation of him with the words: ‘I only fought for the honour of 
my people; but for that I should not have fought.’ (See Ibn Ijhaq (195s), pp. 383-4.) 


jt pz; G-lU' 

Oj-asJ 


ya-aiyuha * l-nasu budu rabba-kumu ’lladhtkhalaqa-kum wa-lladhina 
min qabli-kum laalla-kum tattaquna 

O you men, serve your Lord Who created you and those that 
were before you, so that you might be God-fearing; 


THE INTERPRETATION OF YA-AIYUHA ’l-NASU 
BUDU RABBA-KUMU ’LLADHIKHALAQA-KUM 
wa-’lladhina min qabli-kum 

■■God 1 commanded the two groups of people, of one of which He said 
that it is the same for them whether they are warned or not — they will 
not believe, because of His seal on their hearts and hearing — , and of the 
other r He said 1 that they would deceive God, and those who believe, 
by what they profess with their tongues— ‘We believe in God and the 
Last Day’— despite their keeping secret something different from this, 
the sickness in their hearts, and their doubt about the truth of what they 
declare. r He also commanded 1 others from among the rest of His 
creatures who are subject r to His commandments 1 , to surrender to Him 
in obedience, to assign lordship and worship exclusively to Him and 
not to idols, graven images, and gods. For He, exalted be His mention, 
is their Creator, and the Creator of their fathers and their forefathers 
before them, and the Creator of their idols, graven images, and gods. 
So He said to them: ‘He Who created you, and created your fathers and 
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forefathers, and the rest of creation apart from you — He is the Master 
of your loss and gain, more worthy to be obeyed than those who have 
no power over you for gain or for loss. 

Ibn 'Abbas used to say the same about this, in what has been narrated 
to us from him, as we have said, except that he is quoted as having said 
about the meaning of « . . . serve your Lord ...» r that it meant" 1 ‘Declare 
God’s oneness.’ But we have already shown, in a previous part of this 
book of ours, that the meaning of ‘serving’ ('ibdda, = worship) is 
‘surrender to God in obedience, lowering oneself to Him in submis- 
sion’, 1 and what Ibn 'Abbas meant, God willing, by his interpretation 
. . . was: ‘Render obedience and worship exclusively to your Lord and 
not to any other of His creatures.’ 

=> Ibn 'Abbas: 

God has said « O you men, serve your Lord ...» to the two groups 
of the unbelievers and the hypocrites together, i.e., ‘Declare the 
oneness of your Lord, «Who created you and those that were 
before you».’ [472] 


This verse is one of the surest proofs of the error of those who say 

that the imposition r by God 1 of what cannot be done without God’s 

help is not permissible, unless God first gives help to the 

Argument one w j 1Q j s obliged, in what he is obliged to do. For God 
against the 0 0 

Mu'tazilites has commanded those we have described to serve Him 
and to repent of unbelief in Him after He has told them that 
they will not believe and that they will not turn back from their errancy. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF LA’ALLA-KUM TATTAQUNA 

The interpretation of this is: So that you might be God-fearing by 
worshipping your Lord Who created you, and by obeying Him in 
what He commanded you to do and in what He forbade you to do, and 
by rendering worship only to Him; so that you might fear lest His 
displeasure and wrath come down upon you, and might be among the 
God-fearing with whom their Lord is content. 

(...) 

§ The word la alia may also carry the sense of ‘perhaps’, expressing doubt on 
the part of the speaker, but T a barl, in an answer to an objection, says that it 
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cannot here imply any doubt on the part of God about what might happen if 
these hypocrites and unbelievers were to serve their Lord; it should rather be 
understood in this verse, he says, quoting an example from poetry, as meaning 
‘so that (you might). . .’. 

1 See Exeg. 1: 4, pp. 68-9. 
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alladhi jaala la-kumu ’l-arda Jirashan, wa-’l-sama’a bina’an wa-atizala 
mina * l-samdU mdatt fa-akhraja bi-hi mina ’ l-thamarati rizqan la-kum 
fa-la tafalu li-’lldhi andadan w a- an turn ta'lamiina 

Who assigned to you the earth for a place of repose, and the sky 
for a frame, and sent down out of the sky water, wherewith He 
brought forth fruits for your provision; so do not set up equals to 

God wittingly. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLADHI J A ’ALA LA-KUMU ’L-ARDA 

FIR AS HAN 

His words «... Who assigned to you the earth for a place of repose . . . » 
refer back to the first ‘Who’ in His words «... serve your Lord Who 
created you . . .»; they are both descriptive clauses relating to «your 
Lord». ... He meant by this: He has made the earth for you a 
levelled-out place (mihdd), 1 a stable place in which to abide. Our Lord 
thereby reminded His servants of His blessings and favours towards 
them, so that they might remember His acts of generosity towards 
them and turn to obedience to Him. . . . 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

«Who assigned to you the earth for a place of repose (frash ) . . .», 



164. 


Sura 2, verse 22 


and it is a spread 2 on which to walk, a levelled-out place, a stable 
abode. [475] 

(••) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’L-SAMA’A BINA’AN 

r In Arabic 1 the sky is called sama ’ 3 because it is above the earth and the 
creatures who dwell therein; everything which is above something else 
is the sama’ of that thing. That is why the roof of a house is called a 
satndwa , because it is over it, erected on top of it; and that is why, r as a 
verb, it expresses 1 ... a man’s being more noble than another.} 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: j 

«... r A n nd the sky for a frame . . . »; the frame of the sky over the 
earth is in the form of a dome, and it is a roof over the earth. [478. 

=>Qatada, 479, also describes it as a roof] j 

God mentioned the sky and the earth among the blessings He j 

enumerated for r these people 1 , because their nutriments, sustenance, 
and means of livelihood ^ame 1 from these two Sources 1 , and this 
world of theirs is supported by both of them. He taught them that He 
Who created these two things, as well as all that is in them and the 
blessings r these people 1 enjoyed, is the One to Whom their obedience is 
due, the One to Whom they must give thanks and worship, not the 
graven images and idols, who can bring neither loss nor gain. 

! 

, _ _ I 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANZALA MINA L-SAMA IMA AN 

FA-AKHRAJ A BI-HI MINA ’ L-TH A M A R ATI RIZ Q A N L A-K U M I 

By this, God means that He causes the rain to fall from the sky, 

and with this rain brings forth provision, food, and nutriments for 

them from the crops and plants which they grow in the earth. He .! 

thereby informs them of His power and authority, . . . and that it 

is He who provides for them and feeds them, not those idols and 

gods they make His equals and peers. Then He rebukes them for 

setting up equals to Him, when they know that things are as He 

has informed them, that He has no equal nor peer, and that apart 

from Him they have no one who can bring them gain or loss, no 

creator, no provider. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-LA TAj'ALU LI-’lIAHI ANDADAN 

Anddd is the plural of nidd, which means an equal, a like.} And 
everything which is the like of something else, and similar to it, is its 
nidd. 

(...) 

^»Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas‘ud, =>A group of Companions: 

r « Anddd* means: 1 Equals among men whom you follow in 
disobedience to God. [482] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

Al-andad are gods which they make equals to Him, and they 
attribute to them the like of what they attribute to Him. [483] 

(••) 

=*>Tkrima: 

«So do not set up equals to God ...» by saying: ‘If it were not for 
our dog, thieves would enter our houses, if it were not for our dog 
barking in the house’, and so on. [485] 

God forbids them to associate anything with Him, to worship another 
than Him, or to take any equal to Him and obey him. . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANTUM TA’LAMUNA 

[t] « wittingly »: first opinion: r Some said that 1 it means all 
the worshippers of idols, be they Arabs or unbelievers of the people of 
scripture. 

=*Ibn ‘Abbas: 

This was sent down concerning both the two groups of 
unbelievers and hypocrites. By «So do not set up equals to God 
wittingly* God meant: Do not associate with God any equal, who 
can bring no gain nor loss, when you know that you have no Lord 
who provides for you apart from Him. For you already know that 
the monotheism to which the Messenger calls you is the truth in 
which there is no doubt. [486] 

=*Qatada: 

«... r W 1 ittingly . . .», i.e., you know that God created you and 
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created the heavens and the earth, and then you set up equals to 
Him. [487] 

second opinion: Some said that the people of the two scriptures 
are intended: the people of the Torah and the people of the Evangel. 

=>Mujahid: 

«So do not set up equals to God wittingly », r i.e., knowing" 1 that 
He is a single God in the Torah and the Evangel. [488, 489. See 
also, with a slightly different wording, 490] 

tabari’s opinion: I assume that what prompted Mujahid to 
give this interpretation, and to assign it as something addressed to the 
people of the Torah and the Evangel and not to anyone else, was his 
supposition that the Arabs did not know that God was their Creator 
and Provider, because they rejected the oneness of their Lord and 
associated rpartners 1 with him in worshipping others. But this is only 
an opinion. God, however, has said about them in His Book that they 
acknowledged His oneness, despite their associating the partners they 
associated r with Him 1 in worshipping Him. He has said: «If you ask 
them: ‘Who created you?’, they will say: ‘Allah.’ » (43: 87) And He has 
said: «Say: ‘Who provides for you out of the sky and the earth, or who 
possesses hearing and sight, and who brings forth the living from the 
dead and brings forth the dead from the living, and who directs the 
affair?’ They will surely say: ‘Allah.’ Then say: ‘Will you not be 
God-fearing?’ » (10: 31) 

Since it was the case that the Arabs knew about the oneness of God, 
that He was the Originator of creation, their Creator, and Provider, as 
was the case with the people of the two scriptures, and since there is no 
indication in the verse that God meant by His saying « wittingly » either 
of the two parties, but rather that it is the generality of people, without 
exception, that are here being addressed, because He meant all the 
people when He said «0 you men, serve your Lord . . .», then the 
preferable interpretation is that of Ibn 'Abbas and Qatada, whereby He 
meant all those obligated r by His commandments 1 , who know of the 
oneness of God, that He has no partner in His creation, yet who 
associate another with Him in ^heir 1 worship, irrespective of whether 
these people are Arabs or non-Arabs, literate or illiterate. Nevertheless, 
it was addressed to the unbelievers among the people of scripture who 
were around the abode of emigration ( ddr al-hijra, = Medina) of the 


Messenger of God, and to the hypocrites among them, and to those 
among them who were polytheists and had gone over to hypocrisy 
when the Messenger of God arrived. 4 

1 The I** form verb mahada means ‘to level or smooth out’, rnihdd, which is derived from it, is 
‘somewhere which has been levelled, or smoothed over’, having a meaning somewhat similar to 
the English garden ‘bed’. 

2 Firdsh, something which is spread out on which to rest or repose. This can be something 
quite extensive, like a carpet, which is clearly what is meant in this Tradition, or something 
smaller which is spread out to rest or sleep on. 

3 This word can also sometimes be translated as ‘heaven’; the verb sama means ‘to be above’, 
‘to rise above’. 

4 The traditional Islamic genealogy of one branch of the Arabs goes back to Ishmaei (Isma*H), 
the son of Abraham (Ibrahim) and Hagar (Hajar). Abraham is described in the Qur’an as a muslim, 
neither a Jew nor a Christian, nor a polytheist (3: 67), and to Abraham and Ishmaei is attributed 
the founding of the Ka'ba. Many of the Meccan ritual sites are associated with Ishmaei and his 
mother. The descendants of Ishmaei were thus originally believers in the one God, and it was only 
through deviation that they came to worship many gods. For this reason they are described as 
having been, during the Jahiliya, mushrikiin ( = those who associate partners with God), and when 
this term is translated as ‘polytheists’, as it is here, its more literal meaning of ‘associators’ should 
always be borne in mind. 
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wa-in kuntum fi raibin mim-md nazzal-na ‘ ala 'abdi-na Ja-tu bi-suratin 
min mithli-hi wa-d'ii shuhada a-kum min duni ’llahi in kuntum 

sddiqina 


And if you are in doubt concerning that which We have sent 
down to Our servant, then bring a sura from the like of it, and 
call on your assistants apart from God, if you speak the truth. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IN KUNTUM FI RAIBIN 
MIM-MA NAZZAL-NA 'ALA 'ABDI-NA 

fa-’tu bi-sura tin min mithli-hi 

This is a vindication by God of His Prophet, Muhammad, may God 
bless him and grant him peace, against the polytheist Arabs of his 
people and the hypocrites among them, as well as against the 
unbelievers among the people of scripture and those of them who 
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erred. r It was these latter 1 with whose story He began His words: « As 
for the believers, alike it is to them whether you have warned them 
or have not warned them . . . It is these ‘groups 1 whom He addresses 
with these verses, and it is those like them whom He means by r what 
He says in 1 them. 

‘If you, O polytheist Arabs and unbelievers among the people of 
scripture, are in doubt about the light, the clear demonstration, and the 
verses of the Furqan which We have sent down to Our servant, 
Muhammad, that it is from Me, that it is I who have sent it down to 
him, and you do not believe in it, and do not attest his truthfulness in 
what he says, then produce a proof that will refute his proof. For you 
know that everyone who has prophethood proves the truth of his claim 
to it by producing a demonstration, the like of which no creature is able 
to produce. 

‘Part of Muhammad’s proof for the truth of what he says, of his 
demonstration that his prophethood is genuine and that what he 
brought is from Me, is the inability of all of you, and of all your 
aiders and abetters whom you ask to help you in this, to bring a 
sura from the like of it. Since you are unable to r do 1 this, although 
you have great eloquence, rhetorical skill, and articulateness, you 
know that everyone else must be even less capable of doing what 
you are unable to do in this ’’respect 1 . This ’’proof 1 is ’’therefore 1 
just like the signs which were the demonstration of the truthfulness 
of each of My preceding Messengers and Prophets, the proof of 
each one’s prophethood, the like of which all of My creatures were 
unable to produce. 

‘You should thus be quite sure now that Muhammad did not 
fabricate lies or concoct falsehoods, because, if this ’’Revelation 1 was his 
lies and fabrications, you and all My creatures would not be incapable 
of producing something like it. For Muhammad is merely a man like 
yourselves, and in the same condition as you are with respect to his 
physical body, dispositional abilities, and articulateness in language; so 
how could it be supposed that he is capable of that of which you are 
incapable? How could it be imagined that you are incapable of that of 
which he is capable?’ 

[t]: « THEN BRING A SURA FROM THE LIKE OF IT » 

=s>Qatada: 

« r T 1 hen bring a sura from the like of it» means: from the like of 
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this Qur’an in truth and veracity, with no falsehood in it and no 

lies. [491, also 492] 

=>Mujahid: 

« r T 1 hen bring a sura from the like of it», the like of the Qur’an. 

[493. 494; also 495] 

The meaning of the views of Mujahid and Qatada which we have 
quoted is that God said to those unbelievers who disputed with Him 
concerning His Prophet, Muhammad: ‘Then produce a sura from the 
like of this Qur’an in your speech, O Arabs, like that which 
Muhammad brought in your language, and with the meanings of your 
way of speaking.’ 

§ Tabari then quotes, and rejects, an anonymous opinion that « min mithli-hi » 
means ‘from the like of him’, i.e., ‘from the like of Muhammad’. This opinion 
exploits the ambiguity in the meaning of the suffixed masculine pronoun -hi: it 
could refer either to a thing or to a person. 

objection: You state that, by His words «then bring a sura from 
the like of it*, God means ‘from the like of the Qur’an’. But does the 
Qur’an have a like, such that this . . . could be said r of it 1 ? 

reply: He does not mean by this: ‘Produce a sura from the like of it 
in composition and meaning’, by which it is distinguished from all 
other speech besides it. He means: ‘Produce a sura from the like of it 
in eloquence ( bayatt )’,* because God sent down the Qur’an in the 
Arabic language, and there is no doubt that the speech of the Arabs is 
like it, in the sense of ’’being 1 Arabic. But in the sense in which the 
Qur’an is distinguished from the rest of the speech of mankind r i.e., 
from non-Arabic languages 1 , it has no like — nothing comparable, 
nothing similar. 

God only vindicated His Prophet to them . . . through the Qur’an, 
since the inability of r this 1 group to produce a sura from its likeness in 
eloquence was evident; for the Qur’an was a discourse like their 
discourse, a speech sent down in their language. So He said to them: ‘If 
you are in doubt as to whether the recitation ( qur’an ) I have sent down 
to My servant is ’actually 1 from Me, then produce a sura from your 
speech which is like it in being Arabic, for you are Arab; it is a discourse 
like your discourse, a speech like your speech.’ 

God did not oblige them to produce a sura in a language which was 
not like that in which the Qur’an was sent down, for they could have 
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said: ‘You have assigned us r to produce something in a language 1 which, 
if we were conversant with it, we would produce, but we cannot 
produce it because we are not of the people of the language in which 
you commissioned us to produce it. So You have no proof against us, 
because, although we are unable to produce the like of it in languages 
other than ours, because we do not speak them, there are many people 
who speak other languages than ours who can produce the like of it in 
the language in which you commissioned us to produce it.’ Instead, He 
said to them: ‘Produce a sura from what is like it, because your language 
is like it among languages. Now, if Muhammad had fabricated and 
forged r the Qur’an 1 , and if you were to come together and help each 
other to produce the like of one of its suras in your language and 
discourse, you would be more able to fabricate it, to piece it together 
and compose it, than Muhammad. And even if you were not more able 
to do it than he, you would not be unable to do what Muhammad was 
able to do, since you are a group and he is on his own ’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’d’USHUHADA’A-KUM 
MIN DUNI ’LLAHI IN KUNTUM SADIQINA 

[t]: FIRST OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A n nd call on your shuhada’ apart from God», i.e., your helpers in 
what you are about, « if you speak the truth. » [496] 

SECOND OPINION 
=► Ibn Juraij: 

Mujahid said, concerning «and call on your shuhada’^. ‘People who 
will be your witnesses.’ Your witnesses (shuhada’) to it, if you 
produce it — the like of it, the like of the Qur’an. [500; also, 497, 
498 , 499 ] 

tabarI’s opinion: This is what God said to those unbelievers 
who had doubts about what Muhammad brought. 

Ud'ii ( = call on) Hiere 1 means ‘ask for help’, ‘seek aid’.J Shuhada’ is the 
plural of shahid, . . . and shahid is the noun for the person who testifies 
(shahid, — witness) that something belongs to someone else by verifying 
r this other person’s 1 claim, and it is also the noun for someone who 
attends (mushdhid) something r in the sense of begin present 1 . . . . 


171 

The preferred interpretation of the verse is that which Ibn 'Abbas 
said, which was that it meant: ‘Call for aid, in your production of a sura 
from the like of it, on your helpers and assistants who attend you and 
help you to deceive God and the believers, who back you in your 
unbelief and hypocrisy. If your repudiation, that what Muhammad 
brought you was a fabrication and a forgery, is correct, then put 
yourselves and the others to the test: Can you produce a sura from the 
like of it, so that r it would then be a possibility that 1 Muhammad had 
fabricated all of it by himself?’ 

However, what Mujahid and Ibn Juraij said in interpreting this has 
no validity, because the people at the time of the Messenger of God 
were •’divided 1 into three categories: the people of true belief, the 
people of real unbelief, and the hypocrites between them. The people 
of belief believed in God and His Messenger, and the unbelievers could 
not have claimed that they had witnesses (shuhada’) among the believers 
to the genuineness of what they would bring if they were to bring a 
fabrication of the Message and then claim that it was a likeness of the 
Qur’an. And there is no doubt that if the people of hypocrisy and 
unbelief were called upon to say that what is false is true or that what is 
true is false, they would hurry to do it with their unbelief and errancy, 
r and so would not be credible witnesses, 1 so from which of the^e 1 two 
groups would their witnesses come if they were to claim they had 
produced a sura from the like of the Qur’an? 

This is like where He said «Say: ‘If men and jinn banded together to 
produce the like of this Qur’an, they would never produce its like, even 
though they backed one another.’ » (17: 88) In this verse, He announces 
that the jinn and mankind will not bring the like of the Qur’an even if 
they back one another and help each other to bring it. So He challenges 
them, in the sense of a rebuke, in r the present verse 1 . . ., by which He 
means: If you are in doubt about the truthfulness of Muhammad 
concerning what he brought you from Me that it is from Me, produce 
a sura from the like of it; and let some of you ask others for aid in this if 
you are right in your claim, so that you might know, if you are unable 
to do it, that neither Muhammad, nor any single person, could 
produce it, and might verify for yourselves that it is what I sent down, 
My Revelation, to My servant. 

1 See Intro, pp. 9-1 1 . 
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2:24 
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fa-in lam taf e alu wa-lan taf'alu fa-ttaqu ’l-ncira ’llatT waqudu-ha 
* l-nasu wa-’l-hijaratu u'iddat li-’l-kafirma 


0 > 0 


And if you do not— and you never will — then fear the Fire, 
whose fuel is men and stones, prepared for the unbelievers. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-IN LAM TAF'ALU WA-LAN TAF'ALU 

If you do not produce a sura from the like of it, although you 
back each other, you and your partners in it, and your helpers, then it 
will be evident to you, through your experiment and examination, that 
you and all My creatures are unable to do it, and you will know that it 
is from Me. Yet you will persist in denying it, . . . r and^ you will never 
produce a sura from the like of it. 

^►Qatada: 

« And if you do not — and you never will — », i.e., you are unable 
to r do n this, you do not have the capability for it. [501] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«And if you do not — and you never will — », He has made the 
truth clear to you. [502] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-’TTAQU ’l-NARA 
’lLATI WAQUDU-HA ’L-NASU WA-’L-HIJARATU 

If Then fear that you will be roasted in the Fire for giving My 
Messenger the lie for r having said 1 that what he brought you from Me 
was My Revelation and sent down by Me, after you had found out that 
it was My Book, and from Me, and after the proof that it was My 
Speech and Revelation had been established against you through your 
inability, and that of all My creatures, to produce the like of it. 

Then He describes the Fire whose blaze He warns them about, telling 
them that men are its fuel, and stones are its fuel. . . . 


objection: How is it that stones are mentioned specifically along 
with men, that they are made fuel of the Fire of Gehenna? 

reply: They are stones of sulphur, which have the strongest heat of 
j any stone, according to what I have been told, when they are ignited. 

I =>Abd Allah b. Mas'ud: 

( They are stones made of sulphur which God created in the heaven 

of this world on the day He created the heavens and the earth. He 
has prepared them for the unbelievers. [503, also 504] 

1 =>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

j « r T 1 hen fear the Fire, whose fuel is men and stones*; as for the 

stones, they are stones in the Fire made of black sulphur, with 
I which they are tormented. [505] 

j =>‘Abd Allah b. Mas*£id: 

They are stones which God makes Himself as and how He wants. 
[506] 

(••) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF U'IDDAT LI-’ L-KAFIRIN A 

We have already shown in this book of ours that in the speech of the 
| Arabs a kafir is someone who covers something with a veil. 1 God calls 

the unbeliever ‘kafir’ because he denies the benefits He rbestows 1 on 
him, and draws a veil over the blessings r with which 1 He '’favours 1 him. 

j f The Fire is prepared for those who deny that Allah is their sole 

s Lord in the creation of them and those who came before, Who made 

the earth a place of repose for them, and the sky a frame, Who sent 
1 down water from the sky thereby producing fruits as a provision for 

them; r it is for 1 those who associate equals and gods with Him in 
worship of Him, although He is their only Originator, their sole 
Nourisher and Provider. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

I 

I «... prepared for the unbelievers*, i.e., for those who are engaged 

in unbelief as you are. [508 J 


1 See Exeg. 2 : 6, p. 107. 
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wa-bashshiri ’lladhtna amanii wa-'amilu ’l-salihati anna la-hum 
jannatin tajri min tahti-ha ’ l-anharu kulla-ma ruziqii min-ha min 
thamaratin rizqan qalii hadha * 1 ladhi ruziqna min qablu wa-utii bi-hi 
mutashabihan wa-la-hum ft-hd azwdjun mutahharatun wa-hum ft-ha 

khaliduna 


Give good tidings to those who believe and do deeds of 
righteousness, that for them await gardens underneath which 
rivers flow; whenever they are given a fruit therefrom as 
provision they shall say: ‘This is what we were provided with 
before’; they shall be given it, each resembling the other; and 
there for them shall be purified wives; therein they shall abide 

forever. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-BASHSHIRI ’ LLADHINA AMANU 
WA-'AMILU ’L-SALIHATI 

ANNA LA-HUM JANNATIN TAJRI MIN TAHTI-HA ’L-ANHARU 

His words «Give good tidings ...» mean ‘Inform them . . Bashshara 
means to bring news by which the receiver is gladdened, when r the 
bringef 1 precedes with it every other bringer. This is a command from 
God to His Prophet, Muhammad, to announce His good tidings to 
r those oP mankind who believe in Him, and in Muhammad and what 
he brought from his Lord, and who attest this belief and affirmation of 
theirs by their righteous deeds. 

1 ‘O Muhammad, give good tidings to him who believes that you 
are truly My Messenger, and that the guidance and light which you 
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brought is truly from Me, and to him who puts his verbal attestation of 
this truth into practice through the righteous performance of r those^ 
deeds which I have imposed on him and laid down as obligations for 
him in My Book through your tongue. r Tell him 1 that gardens 
underneath which rivers flow r are reserved 1 especially for him, to the 
exclusion of anyone who gives you the lie, denies that the guidance 
which you brought was from Me, and opposes you, and of anyone 
who apparently attests belief in you, and verbally affirms that what you 
brought is from Me, but who disavows this in his r reaP beliefs and does 
not put it into practice through his deeds: for them, the Fire whose fuel 
is men and stones awaits, prepared, with Me.’ 

Jannat is the plural of janna, which means ‘garden’ ( bustdn ). By His 
mention of the garden, God means the trees, fruits, and plants in the 
garden, not the ground. That is why He has said «... underneath which 
rivers flow », because it is clear that He wanted to say that the water of 
the rivers therein flowed under the trees, plants, and fruits, not under 
the ground. For when water flows under the ground, it is not the lot of 
someone above it to see it unless the cover between it and him is 
removed. According to the description of the rivers of the Garden, they 
do not flow in underground channels. 

=>Abu c Ubaida: 

Masruq said: ‘The date-palms of the Garden are covered from 
bottom to top with layer upon layer r of flowers and fruit 1 , their 
fruit is like large jars; whenever a fruit is picked another comes in 
its place. The water of r the Garden 1 does not flow in an 
underground channel.’ [509, also 510 and 511] 

If it is like this, with the rivers of r the Garden 1 not flowing in 
underground channels, there can be no doubt that what is meant by 
‘gardens’ is the trees of the gardens, their plants and fruit, and not the 
ground, since the rivers flow above ground but under the plants and 
trees, according to what Masruq mentions. This description of the 
Garden is preferable to •saying 1 that its rivers flow under the ground. 

By means of this verse God motivates His servants towards belief, 
and animates them to worship of Him, by informing them of what He 
has prepared near Him for the people who obey Him and believe in 
Him, just as He has warned them in the previous verse by warning 
them of the punishment He has prepared for those who disbelieve in 
Him, those who set up gods and equals with Him, for associating others 
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with Him and defying His punishment by being disobedient to Him 
and abandoning obedience. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KULIA-MA RUZIQU MIN-HA 
MIN THAMARATIN RIZQAN QAL U HADHA ’LLADhT RUZIQNA 
MIN QABL U WA-UTU BI-HI MUTASHABIH AN 

By His words « whenever they are given therefrom », He means ‘from 
the gardens’, ... or rather the meaning is ‘Hrom 1 its trees’. It is as if He 
were to say: Whenever they are given a fruit as provision from the trees 
of the orchards which God has prepared in His gardens for those who 
believe and do deeds of righteousness, they say: ‘This is what we were 
provided with before.’ 

[t]: « ‘this is what we were provided with before’ *: first 
interpretation: Some said that it should be interpreted as: ‘This 
is what we were provided with before this in the lower world.’ 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

They are given fruit in the Garden, and when they see it they say: 
‘This is what we were provided with in the lower world.’ [512. See 
also =>Qatada, 513; =>Mujahid, 514 and 515; Ibn Zaid, 516] 

second opinion: Others said rather that the interpretation is: 
‘This is the fruit of the Garden we were provided with before’, because 
these r fruits 1 markedly resemble each other in colour and savour. By 
way of a reason, those who held this opinion Haid 1 that whenever one 
of the fruits of the Garden is picked, another comes in its place. 

=>Abu 'Ubaida: 

The date-palms of the Garden are covered from bottom to top 
with layer upon layer r of flowers and fruit" 1 , their fruit is like large 
jars; whenever a fruit is picked another comes in its place. [517; 
compare 509] 

They said that r the fruits 1 resemble each other to the inhabitants of the 
Garden because the one which replaces is similar to the one which was 
picked and eaten in all respects. It is because of this, they say, that God 
has said «they shall be given it in resemblance », because r the fruits 1 all 
resemble each other in every respect. 

third opinion: And some said that the reason they say «‘This is 
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what we were provided with before’ » is rather that r the fruit 1 resembles 
what was before in colour, but differs from it in savour. 

=>Al-Awza'I: 

Yahya b. Abl KathTr said: ‘One of them is given a bowl r of fruit 1 
from which he eats. Then he is given another, and he says: “This is 
the one we were given before.” Then the angel says: “Eat. The 
colour is the same, but the savour is different.’” [518] 

Tabari's opinion: This Hatter 1 interpretation is one view about 
the explanation of the verse, but the ostensive reading does not sustain 
it. The view which the ostensive sense of the verse indicates and 
confirms is that of those who said that the meaning is: ‘This is what we 
were provided with before in the lower world.’ . . . r When God said 
that 1 they say: «‘This is what we were provided with before’ », He did 
not specify that they say this about one Hfuit 1 rather than another. 
Since He said that they say this about every fruit they are provided 
with, there can be no doubt that they say this about the first provision 
of fruit they are given after entering the Garden and settling down 
there, before which they will have had none of its fruit. Since there can 
be no doubt that this is what they say at the beginning r of their abiding 
in the Garden 1 as well as what they say in the middle of r their stay 1 and 
r the period that 1 follows, it is clear that they cannot possibly say of the 
first provision of fruit from the Garden: ‘This is the fruit which we 
were provided with before.’ . . . 

It is clear from what we have explained that the meaning of the 
verse is: Whenever those who believe and do deeds of righteousness are 
given one of the fruits of the Garden as provision, they say: ‘This is 
what we were provided with in the lower world.’ 

objection: How can these people say «‘This is what we were 
provided with before ’ » when what they were provided with before was 
lost when they ate it? How can the people of the Garden say something 
which is not true? 

reply: The matter is not as you suppose concerning this. The 
meaning is: This is the same kind of fruit and provision as we were 
provided with before this. This is like a man who says to another: ‘I 
have prepared such-and-such a dish for you . . and the person 
addressed says: ‘This is my food at home’, meaning by this that the kind 
of food which his friend has said he has prepared for him is his food r at 
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home" 1 , not that the actual dish he says he has prepared for him is his 
food r there n . This would be something which no one hearing him say it 
could possibly imagine that he meant, because it conflicts with the 
context within which it is spoken, and every person’s speech is oriented 
towards what is well known among the people in its context not to 
what is unknown in its meanings. . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-UTU BI-HI M UTASHABIHAN 

The pronoun ‘it’ . . . refers back to the provision, so it means: They 
shall be given the fruit of r the Garden" 1 they are provided with, each 
resembling the other. 

[T]: « resembling »: first opinion: Some of them said that the 
resemblance is that all of r the provision" 1 is the choicest, and that there is 
nothing vile in it [=>A 1 -Hasan al-Basri, 519 to 521; =>Qatada, 522; 
=>IbnJuraij, 523]. 

second opinion: And some said that the resemblance is in 
colour, while there is a difference in savour [=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn 
Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 524; =>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas, 527; 
=>Mujahid, 528]. 

third opinion: And some said that the resemblance is in the 
colour and the savour [=>Mujahid, 530; =>Mujahid and Yahya b. Sa'Td, 
5311 - 

fourth opinion: Some said that the resemblance is the 

resemblance of the fruit of the Garden to the fruit of the lower world in 
colour, although there is a difference in savour [=*-Qatada, 532; 
=>Tkrima, 533]. 

fifth opinion: And some said that nothing in the Garden has any 
similarity with anything in the lower world except in name [=>Ibn 
'Abbas, 534 and 535; =>‘Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid, 536]. 

Tabari's opinion: The most preferable of these interpretations 
of the verse is that of those who said: They shall be given it, each 
resembling the other with respect to colour and appearance, but 
differing in savour. That is to say, the fruit of the Garden and the fruit 
of this world resemble each other in appearance and colour, but differ 


from each other in savour and taste, for the same reason as we have 
given previously in the interpretation of « whenever they are given a 
fruit therefrom as provision they shall say: ‘This is what we were 
provided with before’ *. . . . They differ in savour and taste. Thus there 
is no like in this world for any of these things in the Garden. 

§ Tabari argues against those who are of the opinion that this clause refers to 
a resemblance between the various fruits of the Garden, using an extended 
dialectical argument of the same kind as he used in the discussion of 2: 7 
(p.i 1 1). These adversaries are made to say that there can surely be no resem- 
blance between the fruit of the Garden and that of this world in any respect. 
Then Tabari asks if they do not have the same names. If they say no, they contra- 
dict the Qur’an, e.g., 55: 68; if they say yes, they contradict themselves. He 
then quotes the following Tradition. 

=> r Abu Musa 1 al-Ash'arT: 

When God exiled Adam from the Garden, He gave him fruit 

from the Garden as provision. He taught him the husbandry of all 

things, so these fruits of yours are from the fruits of the Garden. 

The former, however, change, while the latter do not. [537] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-HUM FI- HA 
AZWAJ UN MUTAHHARATUN 

The pronoun ‘them’ refers to those who believe and do deeds of 
righteousness, and ‘there’ means ‘in the gardens’. The interpretation of 
this is: Give good tidings to those who believe and do deeds of 
righteousness that they shall have gardens in which are purified wives 
(azwaj). Azwaj is the plural of zawj, which is a man’s wife. . . . The 
interpretation of «mutahharatun» is that they are purified from all the 
defilement, pollution, and r things provoking 1 doubt r about purity 1 
which are r to be found 1 in the women inhabitants of this world: 
menses, childbirth, feces, urine, snot, saliva, and sperm (maniy), 1 and 
similar defilement, uncleanness, doubt, and unpleasantness. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud; and =*>A group of Companions: 

The purified wives do not menstruate, defecate, or hawk up. 

[ 538 ] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

They are purified from uncleanliness and defilement. [539] 
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=>Mujahid: 

They do not urinate, defecate, secrete pre-seminal fluids (yam- 
dhTna), release semen, or menstruate. [541, also 540, 542-4, and 
=>Abu‘Asim, 545] 

^>Qatada: 

« r A 1 nd there for them shall be purified wives *. Yes, by God, 
rpurified 1 from sin and defilement. [546, also 547] 

=>Qatada: 

Purified from menses, pregnancy, and defilement. [548] 

(•-) 

=>*Abd al-Rahman b. Zaid: 

A purified woman is one who does not menstruate. The women 
of this world are not purified; do you not see them bleeding and 
having to leave out prayer and fasting r when they are menstru- 
ating, for example 1 ? Thus 1 ", i.e., purified, 1 was Eve created; then 
she disobeyed, and, when she disobeyed, God said: ‘I created you 
purified, and I will r now n cause you to bleed as you caused this tree 
to bleed.’ 2 [550] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-HUM FI-HA KHALIDUNA 

Those who believe and do deeds of righteousness will abide 
forever in the gardens. . . . Their eternal abiding therein is the 
perpetuity of their remaining therein in the state of everlasting joy and 
felicity which God bestows upon them. 

1 Islamic Tradition speaks of both male and female sperm. 

2 See the Traditions below, Exeg. 2: 35 and 36, about the expulsion of Adam and Eve from 
the Garden. 
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inna * llaha la yastahyi an yadriba mathalan ma ba r udatan fa-ma 
fauqa-ha ja-amma ’ lladhtna amanii fa-ya^amuna anna-hu ’l-haqqu 
min rabbi-him wa-amma ’lladhtna kafaru fa-yaquluna madha arada 
* llahu bi-hadha mathalan yudillu bi-hi kathiran wa-yahdi bi-hi 
kathiran wa-md yudillu bi-hi ilia ’l-fasiqina 

God is not ashamed to coin a similitude, be it a gnat or aught 
above it. As for the believers, they know it is the truth from their 
Lord; but as for the unbelievers, they say: ‘What did God intend 
by this as a similitude?’ Thereby He leads many astray, and 
thereby He guides many; and thereby He leads none astray save 

the ungodly. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF INNA ’LLAHU LA YASTHYI 
AN YADRIBA MATHALAN-MA BA'UDA TAN FA-MA FAUQA-HA 

[t]: first opinion 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas*ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

When God coined these two similitudes for the hypocrites, i.e.. 
His words « r t n he likeness of them is as the likeness of a man who 
kindled a fire* (2: 17-18), and His words «. . .or as a downpour 
from the sky » (2: 19-20) — the three verses — the hypocrites said: 
‘God is too exalted and sublime to coin these two similitudes.’ So 
God sent down: «God is not ashamed to coin a similitude, be it a 
gnat. . . . They shall be the losers.* [554] 
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SECOND OPINION 


=>Al-RabT* b. Anas, concerning His words «God is not ashamed 
to coin a similitude, be it a gnat*: 

God coins this likeness for r the life of 1 this world: the gnat lives as 
long as it is hungry, and when it is full of drink it dies. This is the 
likeness of these people for whom God coins this similitude in the 
Qur’an: when they are full of this world, satiated with drink, God 
takes them at that moment. Then he recited: «So, when they 
forgot what they had been reminded of, We opened unto them 
the gates of everything, until, when they rejoiced in what they 
were given. We seized them suddenly, and behold, they were sore 
confounded. » (6: 44) [555, also 556] 

THIRD OPINION 
=>Qatada: 

«God is not ashamed to coin a similitude, be it a gnat or aught 
above it », i.e., God is not ashamed of the truth, to mention 
something of it, however great or small. When God mentioned 
flies (22: 73) and the spider (29: 41), the people of errancy said: 
‘What does God mean by the mention of this?’ So God sent down: 
«God is not ashamed to coin a similitude, be it a gnat or aught 
above it. » [557, also 558] 

tabari’s opinion: All those whose views about this verse, and 
about the meaning in which it was sent down, we have mentioned 
express •’valid 1 opinions, but the most preferable of these, for 
correctness and being nearest to the truth, is the opinion we have 
quoted from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn ‘Abbas. For God informed His 
servants that He «is not ashamed to coin a similitude, be it a gnat or 
aught above it », following on the similitudes coming before in this sura 
which He coined for the hypocrites, and not those He coined in the 
other suras besides this one; because it is more suitable and preferable 
that these words . . . should be a reply to the repudiation of the 
unbelievers and hypocrites of the similitudes He coined for them in this 
sura, than that they should be a reply to their repudiation of the 
similitudes He coined for them in other suras. 

§ The objection is raised that this must be a reply to them for the similitudes 
He coined elsewhere in the Qur’an, because of the similarity between the 
exempla; gnats, flies, and spiders. Tabari counters this by maintaining that the 


intention behind these words of God is merely to repudiate the idea that 
anything might be too big or too small for God to use to guide the believers 
and lead the unbelievers astray {see =>Mujahid, 559-61]. The reason for using 
the figure of the gnat is that it is the smallest and weakest of creatures [see 
=>Qatada, 562; =>Ibn Juraij, 563 J. To the further objection that there is no 
evidence for the hypocrite’s rejection of the similitudes, Tabari replies that the 
evidence is in the rest of the verse, «As for the believers . . ., but as for the 
unbelievers, they say: ‘What did God intend by this as a similitude?’* By the 
unbelievers here are meant the hypocrites. 

(...) 

The interpretation of His words «or aught above it» is, in my view, 
or aught that is greater than it , because of what we quoted earlier 
from Qatada and Ibn Juraij about the gnat being the weakest of God’s 
creatures, and since it is the weakest of God’s creatures it is the ultimate 
in smallness and weakness. Since this is the case, there can be no doubt 
that whatever is above the weakest creature can only be stronger than 
it. The meaning must therefore be, according to what these two have 
said, ‘or aught above it in greatness and size’. 

It is also said, concerning the interpretation of His words «fa-ma 
fauqa-ha», r that they mean ‘or aught more than that 1 in smallness’. This 
is like someone who mentions a man and ascribes miserliness and 
stinginess to him, then the person who hears r him say this 1 says: 
Indeed, and more than that {fauqa dhdlik)\\ meaning ‘more miserly 
and stingy than he had described him. But this goes against the 
interpretation of the scholars whose knowledge of interpretation of the 
Qur’an is approved. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-AMMA ’iLADHINA AMANU 
FA-YA ‘ LAM UNA ANNA-HU ’L-HAQQU MIN RABBI-HIM 
WA-AMMA LLADHIN A KAFARU FA-YA Q ULUNA 
MADHA ARADA ’ LLAHU BI-HADHA MATHALAN 

By His words «As for the believers* God means ‘As for those who 
attest to the truth of God and His Messenger’; and •’by 1 His words 
«they know it is the truth from their Lord* He means: ‘they know 
that the similitude which God coins is a •'true 1 similitude for what 
He coins it for.’ 

=>Al-RabT b. Anas: 

« r T 1 hey know that it is the truth from their Lord*, that this 
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similitude is the truth from their Lord, and that it is the Speech 
of God and is from Him. [564. See also a similar Tradition 
=>Qatada, 565] 

By His words « but as for the unbelievers* He means those who reject 
the signs of God and deny what they know, who conceal what they 
know to be true. This describes the hypocrites, and it is these whom 
God means in this verse, as well as those who are their peers and 
partners from the people of scripture and others. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF Y UDIL L U BI-HI K ATHIR AN 
WA-YAHDI BI-HI KATHIRAN 

By his words « thereby he leads many astray », He means ‘thereby He 
leads astray many of His creatures’; « thereby* refers to the quoting of 
the similitude. This is the beginning of a new sentence from God, 1 and 
the meaning is: God leads many of the hypocrites and unbelievers 
astray by the similitude He coins — 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

« Thereby He leads many astray*: He means ‘the hypocrites’; 

« thereby He guides many*: He means ‘the believers’. [567] 

— Thus He adds errancy to their errancy for them, because of their 
denial of what they knew, as certain truth, from the similitude which 
God coined for whatever He coined it for, and r because of their denial 
of their knowledge 1 that it was apposite for whatever He coined it for. 
This is God’s leading them astray thereby. And « thereby He guides*, 
i.e., r by 1 the similitude, «many» of the people of belief and attestation. 
He adds guidance to their guidance for them, belief to their belief, 
because they attest and aver the truth of what they know, as certain 
truth, to be apposite for whatever God coins it as a similitude for. This 
is guidance thereby from God to them. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA YUDILLU BI-HI 
ILLA ’l-FASIQINA 

=*>-Ibn ‘Abbas, ^Ibn Mas*£id, and =>A group of Companions: 

« r A n nd thereby He leads none astray save the ungodly*; they are 
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the hypocrites. [568, the continuation of 567. See also =>AI-RabI‘ 

b. Anas, 570] 

The original meaning o fjisq in the speech of the Arabs is ‘to go out 
of, or depart from, something’. One uses the verb for a fresh, ripe date 
when it bursts through its skin, and one calls a mouse fuwaisiqa because 
it pops out of its hole. This is why the hypocrites and unbelievers are 
called fdsiqun, because they have departed from obedience to their 
Lord. This is why God says, when describing Iblls, «... save Iblls; he 
was one of the jinn and committed ungodliness (fasaqa ) against his 
Lord’s command* (18: 50), meaning by this ‘he departed from 
obedience to Him and compliance with His command.’ 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«... r F 1 or their ungodliness* (2: 59), i.e., ‘for their going far from 

My command’. [571] 

H And God lead* none astray by the similitude which He coins 
for the people of errancy and hypocrisy, except those who depart from 
obedience to Him, and those among the people of scripture who 
disbelieve in Him who have ceased to follow His command, and the 
hypocrites who have erred. 

This, as opposed to an unascribed claim that it forms part of a sentence with the preceding 
words of the hypocrites. 0 
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when he was sent forth, and to attest to the truthfulness of him and of 
what he brought from their Lord. Their breaking of this was their 
repudiation of it after they had known it to be true, their denial of it, 
and their concealment of knowledge about it from the people after 
they had solemnly bound themselves before God that they would 
indeed expound it to the people and not conceal it. So God says that 
«they cast it away behind their backs and thereby acquired a paltry 
return. » (3: 187) 


alladhina yanquduna 'ahda *\ldhi min ba'di mithaqi-hi wa-yaqtauna 
md amara ’ llahu bi-hi an yusala wa-yujsidiina ji ’ l-ardi ula'ika humu 

’ l - khasiruna 

such as break the covenant of God after its solemn binding, and 
such as sever what God has commanded should be joined, and 
such as work corruption in the land— they shall be the losers. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLADHINA YANQUDUNA 
'AHDA ’LLAHI MIN BA ' DI MITHAQI-HI 

T h i s is a description by God of the ungodly (Jdsiqiin ), of whom He has 
said that none but they will be led astray by the similitude He coined 
for the hypocrites. . . . 

[t]: « covenant »: first opinion: Some of them said that it is 
God’s decree ( wasiya ) to His creatures. His commanding them to obey 
Him and His forbidding them to disobey Him, r which He has given 1 in 
His Books and through the tongue of His Messenger. Their breaking 
this was their departure from acting in accordance with it. 

second opinion: Others said that these verses descended 

concerning the unbelievers and hypocrites among the people of 
scripture. It is these He meant by His words «As for the unbelievers, 
alike it is to them whether you have warned them . . .», and by His 
words « And some men there are who say: ‘We believe in God and the 
Last Day’ ». Everything which is in these verses, up to the end of the 
narration about them, is a reproof of them, a rebuke. The r se scholars 1 
said that the covenant of God which they broke after it had been made 
solemnly binding was r the obligation 1 imposed upon them by God in 
the Torah to act according to what is in it, to follow Muhammad 


third opinion: Some of them said that by this verse God meant 
all the people of polytheism, unbelief, and hypocrisy. His covenant with 
all of them concerning His monotheism was the clear demonstrations of 
His Lordship that He gave them, and His covenant with them 
( concerning His command and prohibition was the miracles He 

presented as proofs for His Messengers, miracles the like of which none 
but them had been able to bring, and which were testimony for r the 
' people 1 of truthfulness. r These authorities 1 said that their breaking of it 

was their ceasing to affirm that whose truth had been made clear to them 
through Hthese 1 proofs, and their repudiation of the Messengers and the 
scriptures, despite their knowledge that what they had brought was true. 

fourth opinion: Others said that the covenant which God 
mentions is the covenant which He took from them when He brought 
j them forth from Adam’s loins, which He describes in His words: « And 

when your Lord took from the children of Adam, from their loins, 
their seed, and made them testify about themselves: ‘Am I not your 
1 Lord?’ They said: ‘Yes, we testify’ — lest you should say on the day of 

the Resurrection: ‘As for us, we were heedless of this’, or lest you say: 
‘Our fathers were idolaters aforetime, and we were seed after them. 

1 What, will You then destroy us for the deeds of the vain-doers?’ » 

(7: 172-3) Their breach of this was their failure to fulfil it. 

tabari’s opinion: In my view, the most preferable opinion for 
correctness concerning this ■’covenant 1 , is that of him who said that 
these verses were sent down concerning the unbelieving Jewish rabbis 
who were present in the abode of emigration^ Medina, 1 of the 
Messenger of God, and those closest to it of the rest of the Children of 
Israel, as well as the hypocrites who remained polytheists of whom we 
have already given a clear account in this book of ours. 

We have already shown that God’s words «As for the unbelievers, 
alike it is for them ...» and «And some men there are who say: ‘We 
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believe in God and the Last Day’» were sent down concerning the^se 
Jewish rabbis" 1 , and those who followed the same course as they did in 
associating ^others 1 with God. In my view, however, although these 
verses descended concerning the r se people 1 , their meaning covers all 
those who followed the same course of errancy as they did: by that part 
of them which is particularly appropriate to the description of the 
hypocrites, all hypocrites are meant, and by that part of them 
appropriate to the unbelievers among the Jewish rabbis, all those 
similar to them in their unbelief are meant. 

Sometimes God generalizes rHis 1 description to cover all of them, as 
when He first mentions all of them at the beginning of the verses which 
give an account of them; and sometimes He specifically restricts r His 1 
description to some of them, as when He makes a distinction between 
their two factions, i.e., the faction of the hypocrites drawn from the 
idol-worshippers and those who associated Others 1 with God, and the 
faction of the unbelievers drawn from the Jewish rabbis. Those who 
broke God’s covenant were those who refrained from affirming r the 
truth 1 of Muhammad and what he brought, and making his j 

prophethood clear to the people as God had imposed on them, those 
who concealed the explanation of this after knowing it r was true 1 and ! 

r after knowing 1 what God had imposed on them in this matter. r This 
is 1 as God has said, «And when God took a solemn undertaking from 
those who had been given the scripture: ‘You shall make it clear to the 
people, and not conceal it.’ But they cast it away behind their backs » 

(3: 167): their casting it behind their backs was their breaking of the 
covenant which they were committed to in the Torah as we have 
described, and their failure to act in accordance with it. 1 

I say that He refers to r these learned Jews 1 in these verses because , 

these verses descended concerning them, from the beginning of the five 
or six Hfirst 1 verses of the sura of the Cow up to the completion of the 
narration about them. And in the verse which comes after the report 
about the creation of Adam, and Hn 1 His statement where He says: « O j 

Children of Israel, remember My blessing wherewith I blessed you, and 
fulfil My covenant, and I shall fulfil your covenant » (2: 40), and in His 
addressing them specifically, and not the rest of mankind, about 
fulfilling this fcovenant 1 , r in all this 1 is evidence that those who are 
meant by His words « such as break the covenant of God after its solemn 
binding » are the unbelievers and hypocrites among them, and those 
who were their partisans in errancy among the polytheist idol- 
worshippers. Although r this verse 1 is addressed to those of the two 
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factions I have described, all those who follow their path and way, 
from among all the men and fall 1 the kinds of communities to whom 
the command and the prohibition are addressed, are included in the 
judgements against them and in the threat, censure, and rebuke which 
God has imposed on them. 

If And thereby He leads none astray save those who abandon 
obedience to Him, those who depart from following His command 
and prohibition, those who violate God’s covenants, which He made 
binding on them in the scriptures which He sent down to His 
Messengers and through the tongues of His prophets, r and by which 
they were obligated 1 to follow the command of His Messenger, 
Muhammad, and what he brought, and to obey God in making his 
affair clear to the people, •"according 1 to what He imposed upon them 
in the Torah, and to inform them that they had found written in their 
Scriptures 1 that he was a Messenger from God to whom obedience has 
been prescribed, and in not concealing that from them. 

Their violation and breaking of this Undertaking 1 was their 
contravention against God according to the terms of His covenant with 
them — in respect to what I have described that He imposed on 
them — after they had given their Lord a solemn undertaking to fulfil it; 
this is as our Lord describes them in His words: « And there succeeded 
after them a succession who inherited the scripture, taking the chance 
goods of this lower world, and saying: ‘It will be forgiven us’; and if 
chance goods the like of them come to them, they will take them. Has 
not the solemn undertaking of the scripture been taken from them, that 
they should say nothing concerning God save the truth? » (7: 169) 

If « after its solemn binding »: After God had confirmed 
His trust in them by exacting His covenants whereby they would fulfil 
for Him what He had imposed on them therein. 

(...) 

Included in the judgement of this verse are all those who have the 
qualities with which God describes these ungodly people among the 
hypocrites and unbelievers — breaking the covenant, severing ties of 
birth, and doing corruption in the land. 

(..) 

=>Al-RabT* r b. Anas 1 : 

r What is described in this verse 1 are six defects in the hypocrites. If 
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they gain the upper hand, they manifest all six defects: when they 
speak they lie, when they make a promise they break fit 1 , when 
they are trusted they betray, they break the covenant of God after 
its solemn binding, they sever what God has commanded should 
be joined, and they work corruption in the land. If they are 
overcome, they manifest three defects: when the speak they lie, 
when they make a promise they break '"it 1 , and when they are 
trusted they betray. [573] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YAQTA' UNA 
MA AMARA ’LLAHU BI-HI AN YU$ALA 

What God wishes should be joined, the severing of which He criticizes 
in this verse, are the ties of birth ( rahim ). He has made this clear in His 
Book when He said: «If you turned away, could it be that you would 
then work corruption in the land, and sever your ties of birth? » (47: 2 2) 
By the ‘ties of birth’ He means the kin of the womb ( ahl al-rahim) who 
are united by the womb of one woman. The ‘severing’ of r these ties 1 is 
their suppression by giving up the fulfilment of the rights of Hein 1 
which God has enjoined, and the kindness to Hein 1 which He has 
imposed. And ‘joining’ them r means 1 fulfilling the rights of God which 
He has imposed in connection with r kin 1 , and feeling affection towards 
them as such affection is required. 

(...) 

=>Qatada: 

« r A 1 nd such as sever what God has commanded should be joined »; 
by God, what God commanded should be joined was severed by 
rupturing the ties of birth and kinship. [574] 

One r of the learned 1 interpreted this r to mean 1 that God censured 
them for their severing relations with the Messenger of God, with the 
believers in Him, as well as with their kin. He cited the generality of the 
ostensive meaning of the verse as evidence for this, '"saying 1 that it does 
not indicate that only one of the things God has commanded is meant 
by it, and not others. . . . This opinion in the interpretation of this verse 
is not far from the truth, but God has mentioned the hypocrites in more 
then one verse of His Book, and described them as severing the ties of 
birth, and this r verse 1 is like those. However, even if it is so, r the verse 1 
indicates that God censures all those who sever relationships which He 


has commanded be maintained, be they relationships of blood or of 
other Hands 1 . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YUFSIDUNA FI ’l-ARDI 

Their corruption in the land is their disobedience to their Lord, their 
disbelief in Him, their giving His Messenger the lie, their repudiation of 
his prophethood, and their denial that what he brought from God was 
truly from Him, r all of 1 which we have previously described. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ULA’lKA HUMU ’l-KHASIRUNA 

The ‘losers’ are those who diminish their own souls’ portion of God’s 
Mercy by disobeying Him, just as a man loses in his business when his 
capital depreciates from a sale. It is thus with the unbeliever and the 
hypocrite: he loses through God’s withdrawing from him His Mercy 
which He has created for His servants in the Resurrection, '"although 1 
he is the most in need of His Mercy. J 

It has been said that the meaning of « they shall be the losers » is ‘they 
shall perish ( halikiin ).’ It is possible that the one who said this meant 
what we have said of the ruin of the one whom God described ... in 
this verse by God’s withdrawal of His Mercy . . . because of 
disobedience to Him and disbelief in Him. He thus made his 
interpretation of the phrase agree with its r generaP meaning, without 
giving a specific explanation of the interpretation of the word itself. 
The interpreters sometimes do this for numerous reasons which require 
them to do so. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

By everything He ascribes to people other than the people of Islam 
in relation to a noun such as ‘loser’, God means ‘unbelief’. By 
whatever He ascribes to the people of Islam r in such a way 1 . He 
means ‘misdeeds’. [575] 
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feai> takfuruna bi-’llahi wa-kuntum amwatan fa-ahya-kum thumma 
yumitu-kum thumma yuhyi-kum thumma ilay-hi turjauna * huwa 
lladhi khalaqa la-kum mafi ’l-ardijamian thumma ’stawd ila * l-samai 
fa-sauwd-hunna sab a samdwatin wa-huwa bi-kulli shaim 'alimun 

How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead and He 
gave you life, then He causes you to die, then He gives you life, 
then unto Him are you returned? * It is He Who created for you all 
that is in the earth, then He rose up to the heavens and ordered 
them into seven heavens; and He has knowledge of everything. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF KAIFA TAKFURUNA BI- ’ LLAHI 
WA -KUNTUM AMWATAN FA-AHYA-KUM 
THUMMA YUMITU-KUM THUMMA YUHYI-KUM 
THUMMA ILA Y-HI TURJA ’ UNA * 

HUWA ’LLADHI KHALAQA LA-KUM MA FI * L-ARDI JAMl'AN 

[t]: first OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions 
concerning « How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead 

and He gave you life, then He causes you to die, then He gives you 
life »: 07 

You were nothing, then He created you, then He shall cause you 
to die, then He shall give you life on the Day of the Resurrection. 
[ 57 b. See also => A b u Malik, 578 and 579] 

=>'Abd Allah r b. Mas'ud 1 , concerning the verse « You have caused 
us to die two deaths, and You have given us twice to live» (40: 1 1}: 
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This is similar to what is in r the sura of 1 the Cow. [577. See also 
=>Abu Malik, 578, 579; ^-Mujahid, 580] 

=>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas: 

Abu ’ 1 - Aliya told me about the words of God «How do you 
disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead»: ‘When they were not 
anything. He gave them life when He created them, then He made 
them dead, then He shall give them life on the Day of the 
Resurrection, then they shall return to Him after life. [582] 

(••) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, concerning the verse « You have caused us to die two 
deaths, and You have given us twice to live » (40: 1 1): 

You were dust (turab) before He created you, 1 and this is a kind of 
death; then He gave you life and created you, and this is a kind of 
vivification. Then He causes you to die and you shall return to the 
grave, and this is another kind of death. Then He shall awaken you 
on the Day of the Resurrection, and this is a kind of vivification. 
These are two kinds of death and two lives, and these are His 
words: « How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead and 
He gave you life, then He causes you to die, then He gives you life, 
then unto Him are you returned ? » [583] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn $alih, concerning r this verse 1 . . 

He shall give you life in the grave, then He shall make you die. 

[584] 

THIRD opinion 

=>Qatada, concerning r this verse 1 . . .: 

They were dead in the loins of their fathers, and God gave them 
life and created them; then He makes them die the inescapable 
death; then He shall give them life at the Awakening on the Day 
of the Resurrection: these are two lives and two deaths. [585] 

FOURTH OPINION 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

Ibn Zaid said, concerning God’s words: «Our Lord, You have 
caused us to die two deaths, and You have given us twice to live»: 
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‘He created them from the back of Adam when He took the 
solemn undertaking ( mtthaq ) from them. « And when your Lord 
took from the Children of Adam, from their loins, their seed, r and 
made them testify about themselves: “Am I not your Lord?” They 
said: “Yes, we testify” — lest you should say on the Day of the 
Resurrection: “As for us, we were heedless of this”, 1 or lest you 
say: “Our fathers were idolaters aforetime, and we were seed after 
them. What, will You then destroy us for the deeds of the 
vain-doers?”» (7: 172-3) He gave them intellect and took the 
solemn undertaking from them. He extracted one of Adam’s 
ribs — the lowest rib next to the flank ( al-qusaira ) — and created 
Eve from it.’ 

r Ibn Zaid 1 narrated this from the Prophet. He said: ‘That is r what 
is meant by 1 the words of God: « Mankind, fear your Lord, Who 
created you of a single soul, and from it created its mate, and from 
the pair of them scattered abroad many men and women. » (4: 1) 
After this He scattered many creatures from the pair of them into 
the wombs: «He creates you in your mother’s wombs, creation 
after creation » (39: 6).’ He explained: ‘A creation after that. After 
He had taken the solemn undertaking from them. He made them 
die, then He created them in the wombs, then He made them die, 
then He shall give them life on the Day of the Resurrection. That 
is r what is meant by 1 the words of God: «“Our Lord, You have 
caused us to die two deaths, and Thou hast given us twice to 
live’V’ He recited r further God’s words 1 «We took from them a 
sacred undertaking)) (33: 7); he commented: ‘On that day.’ And he 
recited r God’s words 1 «And remember God’s blessing upon you, 
and His solemn undertaking which He made with you when you 
said: ‘We have heard and we obey.’» (5: 7) [586] 

Tabari’s comments: There is a •certain 1 aspect and approach to 
the interpretation r of this passage 1 in each of the opinions which we 
have related .... 

. . . Those who interpreted « How do you disbelieve in God, seeing 
you were dead and He gave you life » r to mean 1 ‘You were not 
anything’ r , q.v., the first opinion above 1 , thought in terms of what the 
Arabs say for something which is effaced, something which is Host 1 in 
oblivion: ‘This thing is dead ( mayyit )’. . . . Likewise, one says for the 
opposite: ‘This thing is living (haiy)\ ‘a living reputation’, meaning, by 
describing it thus, that it is renowned, widely known among the 


people . % Thus it is with Iheir 1 interpretation of r this verse 1 , . . . r which 
they say means 1 : You were nothing, you were unknown, and that was 
your death; then He gave you life and made you a living people who 
were in the minds r of men 1 , who were known; 2 then He makes you 
dead by taking possession of your spirits and by sending you back to a 
state like that in which you were before He gave you life — the memory 
of you wiped out, your traces effaced, and your affairs obliterated; then 
He shall give you life by restoring your bodies to their r originaP forms, 
inspiring the spirit into them, setting you up as men as you were before 
r you were 1 caused to die — you shall recognize each other at your 
Awakening and at the Final Assembling. 

. . . Those who interpreted it r to mean 1 the death which is the soul’s 
exit from the body r , q.v., the second opinion above 1 , must have taken 
« seeing you were dead» as an address to people in their graves after they 
had been given life in their graves. But this is a remote meaning, 
because the rebuke there r , i.e., in the grave, 1 is a rebuke for their 
previously committed offence, not a demand for Ihem 1 to ask God for 
forgiveness and to return to what pleases r God 1 ( isti'tab wa ’stirja'). Now 
God’s words «How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead» 
are a rebuke requesting His servants to solicit His forgiveness, a reproof 
to bring back His creatures from disobedience to obedience, from 
errancy to contrition, and there is no contrition •possible 1 in the grave 
after death nor repentance after r their 1 decease. 

As for . . . Qatada’s view that they were dead in the loins of their 
fathers r , q.v., the third opinion above 1 : if by that he meant that in r the 
loins 1 they were sperm and not spirits, then they have the same 
meaning as r that of 1 other inanimate things in which there are no 
spirits. God’s making them live is His inspiring spirits into them, and 
His making them die afterwards is His taking possession of their spirits. 
His r re 1 vivification of them after that is His inspiring spirits into their 
bodies on the day the Trumpet shall be blown and He awakens r alP 
creatures at the appointed time. 

As for Ibn Zaid, he himself explained what he meant by his 
interpretation of this •’verse 1 . According to him, the first causing to 
die was God’s returning His servants into the loins of their fathers, 
after He had taken them from the loins of Adam. The next 
vivification is the inspiring of spirits into them in the wombs of 
their mothers, and the second causing to die is the taking of their 
spirits on their 1 return to dust and during their 1 passage through 
the barzakh 3 to the Day of the Awakening. The third revivification 
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is the breathing of the spirits into them at the Awakening of the Hour 
and the announcement of the Resurrection. 

If anyone studies this interpretation, he will find that it alone is 
contrary to the ostensive meaning of the word of God, of which the 
exegesis is claimed by the exegete to be the opinion we have described 
above. Now God announced in His Book that those of His creatures 
about whom He was talking said: «‘Our Lord, You have caused us to 
die two deaths, and You have given us twice to live ...’», but Ibn Zaid 
claimed in his commentary that God made them live three times and 
die three times. Now the matter as we see it is •thus 1 : part of what he 
described is God’s extracting Adam’s seed from his loins and taking a 
solemn undertaking from them, but this is not in any way part of the 
interpretation of these two verses r , i.e., 2: 28 and 40: n, 1 . . . for no one 
claims that God causes whoever He has created at that time to die, apart 
from r His^ causing Ahem 1 to die Hater 1 when they pass through the 
barzakh , so it is not legitimate to develop the interpretation of the verse 
in the direction in which Ibn Zaid developed it. 

fifth opinion: Some of them said that the first death is the 
departure of the man’s sperm from his body into the womb of the 
woman, and that it is dead from the time of its departure from r the 
man’s 1 body up to the inspiration of the spirit into it. Then God gives it 
life by breathing the spirit into it and making it a well-developed 
human being after it has gone through several stages. Then He makes it 
die a second death by taking the spirit from it, and it is dead in the 
barzakh up to the day when the Trumpet shall be blown, and He sends 
the spirit back into its body, and it returns to a sound life upon the 
Awakening of the Resurrection. These are the two deaths and the two 
lives. Now these people make this claim because they say that death for 
something that has spirit is the departure of the spirit from it, and they 
claim that everything which belongs r to the body 1 of a human being is 
living as long as it does not become separated from the living, animate 
body. But whenever it does become separated from the living, animate 
body, life departs from it and it becomes mortified. Like one of the 
limbs of the body — one of the hands, for example, or one of the 
feet — if it is severed and removed from r the body 1 , which is living, 
then that which has been severed from the body is mortified, with no 
spirit in it, due to its separation from the body in which the spirit 
resided. Thus it is with the living sperm, they say, as long as it does not 
depart from the animate body r of the man 1 ; but when it does become 


separated from it, and leaves it, it is mortified, just as are the hand and 
the foot and the other parts of the body, as we have described. This 
would be an Acceptable 1 opinion and interpretation — if the one whose 
opinion it was were one of the authorities who are approved of for 
their interpretations of the Qur’an. 

Tabari ’ s opinion: The most preferable of the opinions we have 
expounded for the interpretation of r this verse 1 ... is the one we have 
quoted from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas r 576 1 , whereby the meaning of 
«you were dead* is: r You were 1 in oblivion, latent as sperm in the loins 
of your fathers, being unknown and not being in the minds of men. 
Then He gave you life and brought you forth as healthy human beings, 
so that you were in the minds of men, you were known, and you were 
living. Then He causes your death by taking away your spirits, and 
returns you to the state of crumbled remains, not known and not 
remembered, in the barzakh, until the Day when you shall be 
awakened. Then He shall give you life after that by breathing the spirits 
into you upon the Awakening of the Hour and the Cry of the 
Resurrection. Then you shall return to God after that — as He has said: 
«then unto Him are you returned* — because God shall give them life in 
the grave before He assembles them, then He shall assemble them at the 
Station of the Reckoning, as He has said: «The day they shall come 
forth from the tombs hastily, as if they were hurrying to a waymark» 
(70: 43), and « And the Trumpet shall be blown, then behold, from their 
graves they slide out unto their Lord.* (36: 51) We have preferred this 
interpretation because of what we have previously mentioned in favour 
of those who held this view, and because of the incorrectness of those 
who opposed them, as we have already explained. 

commentary: This verse is a rebuke, from God, to those who 
said «‘We believe in God and in the Last Day’*, about whom God said 
that, despite their uttering this with their mouths, they do not believe 
in it. They said this only in an attempt to deceive God and the believers, 
so God reproved them by saying: «How do you disbelieve in God, 
seeing you were dead and He gave you life?*, and reprimanded them 
and remonstrated against them about what they denied about this and 
About what they 1 disavowed in their sick hearts, and He said: ‘How 
can you disbelieve in God, denying His power to give you life — after 
He has made you dead — for the Awakening of the Resurrection, and 
for the recompense of the wicked among you for their sin and of the 
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good for their good-doing: you were dead sperm in the loins of your 
fathers, and He brought you forth as well-formed creatures, and made 
you alive; then He makes you dead after bringing you forth. You 
know that whoever has the power to do this cannot be incapable ... of 
giving you life after making you dead, or of bringing you back after 
annihilating you, or of assembling you before Him to recompense you 
for your deeds.’ 

Then for thefse people 1 and their collaborators among the Jewish 
rabbis — He combined the accounts of them and of the hypocrites in 
many of the verses of this sura, beginning with r verse 6 1 . . . — our Lord 
enumerated His blessings which previously passed from Him to them 
and their forefathers, and which had a great impact on them. Then He 
took many of r the blessings 1 away from many of them for the sins 
which they committed and the outrages they perpetrated, and for 
replacing obedience with disobedience, thereby warning them that 
their chastisement would be hastened, as it was hastened for their 
ancestors and predecessors, filling them with fear that His exemplary 
punishments would overtake them, as they had overtaken their fore- 
bears, and letting them know that their safety and their deliverance 
from punishment on the Day of the Resurrection lay in returning 
promptly to Him and in repenting speedily. 

After this enumeration of blessings . . ., He began to speak about 
our, and their, r fore 1 father, Adam, the father of mankind, may God 
bless him, and of God’s previous magnanimity towards him and the 
benefits He placed 1 before him, and of His speedy punishment which 
befell him and his enemy IbKs for their disobedience and their violation 
of what He had commanded them. And r He spoke of 1 His encompas- 
sing Adam with His mercy when he repented and returned to Him, 
and how He brought down His curse on Iblls in this world and 
prepared an everlasting chastisement for him in the next, since he was 
arrogant and refused to repent before Him and return to Him. r In this 
way 1 He alerted them to His decision concerning those who turn 
repentantly to Him, and His judgement against those who are arrogant 
and will not return, thereby rendering Himself excused, and warning 
them, so that they might ponder upon His signs, and so that those 
among them possessed of minds might reflect, especially the people of 
scripture, because He mentioned the stories of Adam and, together 
with, and after, them, the other stories which the people of scripture 
knew, but of which the unlettered polytheist and idol- worshipping 
people were ignorant. He brought His proof of His Prophet, 


Muhammad, Specifically 1 against them, not ■’against 1 the other kinds 
of people who had no knowledge of these things. He informed them 
about this in order that r the people of scripture 1 should know that he 
was the Messenger sent by God, and that what he brought them is from 
Him, for these stories which he told them were part of their hidden 
knowledge and the well-guarded contents of their scriptures, and 
among the secret things of which none but them and those that leam 
from them and read their scriptures could claim to have knowledge. 
For it is known of Muhammad that he did not know writing, and that 
he never read their books, nor kept company with a single one of them, 
so that they could claim that he had taken these things from their 
scriptures or from any of them ■"personally 1 . 

So, setting before them the blessings which they continue to receive 
despite their disbelief in Him and their failure to give thanks to Him for 
them through obeying Him as He has enjoined them, He said: «It is He 
Who created for you all that is in the earth, then rose up to the heavens 
and ordered them seven heavens; and He has knowledge of every- 
thing. » He informed them that He created all that is in the earth for 
them, because the earth and all that is in it are useful for the children of 
Adam, both in religion, because it is a proof of the oneness of their 
Lord, and in r the affairs of 1 this world, because it is ^heir 1 means "of 
sustenance and a means for them to attain obedience to Him and to 
discharge ^heir 1 duties to Him. 

(-) 

How can you disbelieve in God, seeing that you were sperm in 
the loins of your fathers and He made you living human beings; then 
He shall cause your death, then He shall give you life after that and 
awaken you on the Day of the Assembly for reward and punishment. It 
is He who blesses you with your sustenance and the evidence for you of 
the oneness of your Lord, which He has created for you on the earth. 

(...) 

=^.Qatada: 

« It is He Who created for you all that is in the earth »: Yes, by God, 

He made what is in the earth subservient to you. [587] 
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Sura 2, verses 28— g 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA ’STAWA ILA ’ l - SAMA'l 
FA - SAUWA-HUNNA SAB'A ’ L-SAMAWATIN 

[t]: « then he rose up to the heavens*: first opinion: 
Some of them said that istawa means ‘to turn towards’ 

(...) 

second opinion: Some of them said that this cannot involve any 
r physicaP change r of direction 1 in God, but that it means r He changed 1 
His action. 

(...) 

third opinion: Some of them said that ... it means ‘He turned 
his attention to it.’ 

(...) 

fourth opinion: Some of them said . . . r it means 1 ‘to get up’, 
‘to rise up’. 

=>Al-RabT* b. Anas: 

He rose up to the heavens. [588] 

Then those who interpreted it to mean ‘to become higher’, ‘to go up’, 
differed about who or what went up to the heavens. Some of them said 
it was the r heavens’ 1 Creator, the One who brought them into being, 
while others said it was the vapour ( dukhan ) of the earth 4 out of which 
God created the heavens. 

tabarI’s opinion: In the speech of the Arabs, istawa ’ has several 
meanings. It can mean: the end of a man’s youth and vigour . . ., 
soundness of one’s situation after insufficiency . . .,{ turning to want 
something . . ., appropriation and seizure . . ., and rising and lifting up. . 

. . The preferred meaning for God’s words «thumma ’stawa Ha ’l-samai 
fa-sauwa-hunna» is ‘He rose above them, and arranged them through 
His power, and created seven heavens out of them.’ 

§ To the objection that ‘rising above’ means that God must first have been 
under the heavens (and thus that He changes His physical position), Tabari 
replies, using a dialectical argument, that the same objection can be levelled 
against any of the other interpretations, which all involve some kind of change 
from one direction to another, so that none of them is a better interpretation 
on this score. 


Sura 2, verses 28— g 

question: Do r you n mean that God rose to heaven before or after 
creating it? 

reply: Afterwards, but before He ordered r it into 1 seven heavens, as 
He said: «Then He rose to the heavens when they were vapour, and said 
to them and to the earth: ‘Come willingly, or unwillingly!’* (41: 11) 
The rising was after He created them as vapour, and before He ordered 
them into seven heavens. 

Some, however, said that He said «then He rose up to the heavens* 
when there was not yet any heaven, as when one man says to another 
‘Make this cloth’, when he only has the yam. 

When He said «fa-sauwa-hunna», He meant that He prepared them, 
created them, arranged them, and set them up. In the speech of the 
Arabs, r this word 1 . . . means ‘setting up’, ‘putting in order’, and 
‘making ready’. . . . Thus God’s ordering out His heavens is His setting 
them up and arranging them as He willed. His opening them up after 
He had cleaved them together. 5 

=^A 1 -Rabl* b. Anas: 

He put His creation of them in order. . . . [589, the continuation of 

588] 

He said «and He ordered them*, and expressed the pronoun as a 
plural. But He has already said «then He rose up to the sama’» r , which is 
in the singular 1 . . . . r This is 1 because sama* is a r collective noun 1 . . . 
whose singular is samawa , and this singular/collective r , i.e., samawa / 
sama n is to be considered just like baqara/baqar ( = cows/cows), 
tiakhla/nakhl ( = date-palm), and so forth. This is why sama * is some- 
times feminine . . . and sometimes masculine. 6 . . . 

An Arabic scholar 7 has claimed that sama’ is a singular, and does not 
signify ‘heavens’, and that when He said «and ordered them* He meant 
r the heaven 1 which had already been mentioned and the other heavens 
that r the pronoun 1 indicates which have not been mentioned. . . . 

objection: You have said that God rose to heaven when it was 
vapour before He ordered it into seven heavens, and that He then 
ordered it into seven after He had risen up to it; so how can you claim 
that r sama ri is a plural? 

reply: They were seven foriginally 1 but not ordered, and this is why 
He says « He ordered them into seven ». 
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=*»Muhammad b. Ishaq: 

The first of God’s creatures was light and darkness. Then He 
differentiated them, and made darkness a black, tenebrous night, 
and light a bright, clear day. Then He condensed the seven 
heavens out of vapour — it is said, but God knows best, r that it 
was 1 out of water vapour — so that they rose up, but He had not 
made them firm. He caused the night to become dark in the 
lowest heaven and brought forth its morning, and night and day 
took their course therein, but there was no sun, nor moon, nor 
stars. Then He spread out the earth and made it stable with 
mountains; He appointed nutriments and dispersed what creatures 
He willed therein. He completed the earth and the nutriments He 
appointed therein, within four days. 8 Then «He rose up to the 
heavens when they were vapour » (41: 11) — as He has said — and 
condensed them, and in the lowest heaven He made its sun, moon, 
and stars; «and He revealed in every heaven its commandment » 
(41: 12). He completed their creation in two days, 9 and finished 
the creation of the heavens and the earth in six days. Then, on the 
seventh day, He rose above His heavens, and said to the heavens 
and the earth: «‘Come willingly, or unwillingly, » (41: 11) to what 
I will for you.’ And they became calm, willingly or unwillingly, 
and said: ‘We come, obedient.’ [590] 

Ibn Ishaq said that God rose up to the heavens, after creating the earth 
and what was in it, when they were seven, made of vapour, and He put 
them in order as He described. We have quoted what Ibn Ishaq said as 
evidence for our view about this because it is a clearer explanation than 
any other . . ., a better commentary for what we wanted to prove, i.e., 
that the meaning of satna’ r in this passage 1 is a plural, as we have 
described. . . . 

question : What is this ‘ordering’ by God of the heavens . . ., if they 
were already created as seven before He put them in order? What is the 
reason for mentioning their creation after mentioning the creation of 
the earth? Is it because it was created before them? Or is there some 
other meaning? 

reply: We have quoted this in the report which has been narrated to 
us from Ibn Ishaq, but we shall confirm it by the reports and 
statements of several pious predecessors which we shall add to it. 


=s>Ibn ‘Abbas, =^>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 
concerning «It is He who created for you all that is in the earth, 
then He rose up to the heavens and ordered them into seven 
heavens*: 

The throne of God was on the water, and He had not created 
anything apart from what He had created before the water. When 
He wished to create r His 1 creatures, He brought vapour forth 
from the water, and it rose up above the water and was over it, 
and He named it ‘the heavens’. Then He dried the water and made 
it a single earth; then He opened it up ( fataqa ) and made seven 
earths in two days — Sunday and Monday. He created the earth on 
a whale, and the whale is the ■’letter 1 nun r , ‘n’ 1 which God has 
mentioned in the Qur’an: «Nun. By the pen ...» (68: 1). And the 
whale is on the water, and the water is on the back of a rock, and 
the rock is on the back of an angel, and the angel is on the back of a 
stone, and the stone is in the wind; it is the stone which, Luqman 
mentioned, is neither in the heavens nor in the earth. 10 Then the 
whale moved and become agitated, and the earth trembled, so He 
fixed mountains firmly upon it and it became steady, and the 
mountains glory over the earth, and this is what He has said: «and 
He cast on the earth firm mountains, lest it shake with you* (16: 
15, and 31: 10). So He created the mountains therein, and 
sustenance for its inhabitants, and its trees and what was necessary 
for it, in two days — Tuesday and Wednesday. Concerning this. 
He says: «‘What, do you disbelieve in Him who created the earth 
in two days, and do you set up equals to Him Who is the Lord of 
the worlds? And He set therein firm mountains over it, and He 
blessed it’* — meaning: He caused its trees to grow — «‘and 
appointed therein its r diverse n sustenance’ » — meaning: Its susten- 
ance for its inhabitants — «‘in four days, equal to those who 
ask.’* — meaning: Say to those who ask: ‘This is r the truth of 1 the 
matter.’ — «‘Then He rose up to the heavens when it was vapour’* 
(41: 9-1 1), and this vapour came from the exhalation of the water 
when it exhaled, and He made of it a jingle heaven. Then He 
opened it up and made seven heavens in two days — Thursday and 
Friday. Friday is called yaum al-jum'a ( = day of assembly), because 
He brought together ( jamaa ) the creation of the heavens and the 
earth on r this day 1 . « r A n nd He revealed in every heaven its 
commandment* (42: 12), meaning: He created in every heaven its 
creatures — angels and the creatures which are in it, the sea, the 
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mountains, the hail, and what cannot be known about. Then He 
adorned the lowest heaven with stars, making them a decoration 
and a defence, defending against the satans. 11 And when He had 
finished the creatures that He wished, He rose up upon His throne. 
And this is His saying: « Hie 1 created the heavens and the earth in 
six days* (7: 54); and «they were a mass all cleaved together, and 
then We opened them up* (21: 30). [591] 

=s>Mujahid: 

He created the earth before the heavens. And when He created the 
earth, vapour rose up from it, and that is when He says: « then He 
rose up to the heavens and ordered them out into seven heavens * . . . 
one above the other, and seven earths, one beneath the other. 

[ 592 ] 

=>Qatada: 

« r A n nd ordered them out into seven heavens*: one above the 
other, with a distance of five hundred years between each heaven. 

[ 593 ] 

(••) 

If He it is who bestowed blessings on you, and created for you all 
that is in the earth, and made it subservient to you, thereby bestowing it 
upon you, in order that it be a means of attainment for you in this 
world of yours, an object of utility until your arrival at your appointed 
hours, a proof for you of the oneness of your Lord. Then He rose to the 
seven heavens when they were vapour, and put them in order and drew 
them together, and caused a sun, a moon, and stars to run in one of 
them. Then He appointed His creatures in each of them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-HUWA Bl-K ULLI SHAl’lN 

'ALIM UN 

U To the One Who created you, and created for you all that is in the 
earth, and ordered out the seven heavens with what is in them, and 
made them firm with water vapour and perfected their making, to 
Him what you disclose and what you keep secret in your souls is not 
hidden, O you hypocrites and deviating unbelievers in Him among the 
people of scripture, even if your hypocrites declare with their tongues 
«‘We believe in God and in the Last Day’* while they conceal their 
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denial of it. Your rabbis deny the guidance and light which My 
Messenger brought them, although they know it is true. They reject it 
and keep secret what I imposed upon them — to expound to My 
creatures the matter of Muhammad and his prophethood — when they 
■certainly 1 know it. Indeed, I have knowledge of this and other affairs 
of yours, and of the affairs of others. Truly I have knowledge of 
everything. 

'Alim means the same as 'alim ( = knowing). 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r The 'alim 1 is the one who knows who is perfect in his knowledge. 

[ 596 ] 

1 For the creation of Adam, see Exeg. 2: 30, pp. 209-24. 

2 See also 76: 1. 

3 The term barzakh ( = lit., obstacle, separation) has the traditional eschatological sense of an 
area intermediate between this world and the Hereafter, through which all men must pass before 
the Resurrection. The word occurs in three places in the Qur’an: once (23: 100) in an 
eschatological sense, where it has the meaning of a barrier through which, having crossed it, one 
cannot return, and twice in reference to a ‘barrier’ between two seas, one fresh, the other salt, 
which prevents their mingling (25: 53 and 55: 20). 

4 See4i: 11. 

5 See 21: 30. 

* Because a collective which can form a singular by suffixing -a(h) can be either feminine or 
masculine — it is masculine by form and feminine by signification. 

7 This refers to al-Farra’ (1955) (Sh. & Sh., I, 432, n. 1). 

8 See 41: 9. 

9 Ibid. 

10 See 31: 16. 

11 See 15: 17, 18; 37: 7, 8; and 67: 5. 
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2:30 


isii *1) 


■ * ,7 ^ • 


j • * 


^ l i . L$ : » .x. t g -* I^JU 

u^Uj v 1^ p_pt Uii ijJ ^-JLSjj ^Lj 


wa-idh qala rabbu-ka li-’l-mald’ikati inrii jaUluti ji ’l-ardi khalTfatan 
qdlii a-taj'alu fi-ha man yufsidu fi-ha wa-yasjiku * l-dimaa wa-nahnu 
nusabbihu bi-hamdi-ka wa-nuqaddisu la-ka qala inni a e lamu md la 

ta r lamuna 


And when your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to place a 
vicegerent on earth.’ Then they said: ‘Will You place thereon one 
who will work corruption there and shed blood, while we 
proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’ He said: ‘Assuredly I 
know what you do not know.’ 


enumerating ^hese 1 blessings .... and makes known to them His 
favourable disposition towards those of them who repented, urging 
them to seek forgiveness. Among His blessings which He enumerated 
was that He had created all that is on earth for them, and had made the 
sun, the moon, and the stars in the heavens subservient to them, as well 
as other benefits He had set up for them and the rest of mankind. In His 
words «How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead and He 
gave you life, then He causes you to die, then He gives you life, then 
unto Him you are returned?* is the meaning: ‘Recall My blessings 
which I bestowed on you when I created you while you were not 
anything, and r when 1 I created for you all that is on earth and ordered 
what is in the heavens for you.’ Then He connects His words «And 
when your Lord said to the angels* with the meaning necessarily 
implied by His words « How do you disbelieve in God . . . », since they 
necessarily imply what I have mentioned, Hue ., 1 ‘Recall My blessings 
when I did for you as I did, and recall what I did for your r fo re 1 father, 
Adam, when ( idh ) I said to the angels: «“I am about to place a 
vicegerent on earth.”*’ 

§ Tabari gives an example from poetry for expressions connecting back to 
unstated but necessarily implied clauses. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH QALA RABBU-KA 

§ There is a problem here and elsewhere in the Qur’an with the Arabic word 
idh. It should introduce the second clause in a compound sentence such as ‘I 
arrived at the meeting when (idh) it was breaking up’, but in this verse, and 
other similar ones there seems to be nothing as a first clause. The claim was put 
forward by the Basran philologist Abu 'Ubaida 1 that the particle idh 
( = when) was redundant. Tabari rejects this argument on the grounds that idh 
is essential to the meaning of the verse taken in the context of what comes 
before and after it. 

question: What, then, is the meaning of this Clause 1 ? What is the 
idh Clause " 1 connected to if there is nothing in the preceding passage to 
which it is attached? 

reply: We have already mentioned that God addresses the •’pre- 
ceding 1 two verses and what follows them to those to whom He says 
«How do you disbelieve in God seeing that you were dead and He gave 
you life?*, and rebukes them, denouncing the evil of their deeds and of 
their remaining in errancy despite the blessings He has bestowed on 
them and their forebears. He reminds them of His might by 


THE INTERPRETATION OF LI-’L-MALA’IKA 

Mala’ika is the plural of maVak, although the singular is more usual and 
better known in the speech of the Arabs without the hamza (’) r , i.e., 
malak 1 than with. . . . When they form the plural, they go back to the 
original with the hamza , and they say mala’ika. 

§ T a bari gives other examples of omitted hamzas in singular nouns, and 
comments on the plural form, of which malaika is an example, which has an 
optional -a at the end, i.e., it can also be found as malaik. 

The basic meaning of maVak is a ‘ message’. J Some say that maVak is 
the maf'al form of r the verb 1 la *aka ( = to send a message); and some say 
r it 1 ... is the maf'ul form of the verb alaka (-to send a messenger).^ 
Angels are thus called malaika ( = those who are sent) because of the 
Message, for they are God’s messengers between Him and His 
prophets, and those of His servants to whom they are sent. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF INNI JA'lL UN FI ’ L-ARDI 

The interpreters differ about His words « inm ja*il*. Some say Ht means'* 
I am about to do . [vide =>al-klasan aI-Ba$n and Qatada 597, see 
61 1 below], and others say r it means 1 ‘I am about to create* [vide =>Abu 
Rauq r from al-Dahhak 1 598]- The correct interpretation of r this 
passage 1 ... is that He was about to appoint a khalifa on the earth . . ., 
and is more like the interpretation which al-Hasan and Qatada gave. 

It is said that the earth which God mentioned in this verse is Mecca. 

=>Ibn Sabif r toId‘Ata’ 1 : 

The Prophet said: The earth was spread out from Mecca, and the 
angels used to circumambulate the House (bait, = the Ka'ba). They 
were the first to circumambulate it, and that was the “earth” 
which God mentioned: «“I am about to place a vicegerent on 
earth” ». Whenever a prophet’s people were destroyed and he and 
the pious were saved, he and those with him would come to r the 
House 1 and worship God there until they died. Thus the tomb of 
Noah, Hud, Salih, and Shu'aib is between r the well of 1 Zamzam, 
and the Comer r of the Ka'ba where the Black Stone is cited 1 , and 
the Station ( maqdttt ) r of Abraham 1 .’ 2 [599] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KHALIFA 

Khalifa is the form fa'ila derived from the verb khalafa meaning to take 
someone’s place after him in some matter, as in His words: «Then We 
appointed you as khalifas on earth after them, that We might behold 
how you would do* (10: 14), meaning that He replaced them with you 
on earth, and appointed you as khalifas after them. Because of this, the 
supreme ruler ( al-sultdn al-a'zam) is called the khalifa ( = caliph), 
because he replaces the one who was before him, and takes his place in 
the affair, and is his successor ( khalaf ). 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

r «‘I am about to place a vicegerent on earth’*: 1 ‘. . . someone who 
will reside there and dwell there as a successor. He is not one of 
you Angels 1 .’ [600, see 615 below] 

What Ibn Ishaq says about the meaning of khalifa is no explanation of 
it . . . rather its meaning is as we have just stated. 


question: What resided on earth before mankind, so that mankind 
could have replaced them and been successors to them? 

reply: [t] : first opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The first to inhabit the earth were the jinn. They spread 
corruption thereon and shed blood, and killed each other. So God 
sent IbUs against them with an army of angels, and IbUs and those 
with him killed them pursuing them as far as the islands of the 
oceans and the summits of the mountains. Then He created Adam 
and settled him thereon. That is why He has said: «‘I am about to 
place a khalifa on earth.’* [601, see 606] 

According to this view, « ‘I am about to place a khalifa on earth’ » r means 
a ‘successor ’ 1 to the jinn, to replace them on •earth 1 , to dwell there and 
reside there. 

=>A1-Rabl* b. Anas: 

God created the angels on Wednesday, and He created the jinn on 
Thursday, and He created Adam on Friday. And a group of the 
jinn disbelieved, so the angels came down to them on earth and 
fought with them. There was blood, and there was corruption on 
earth. [602, see 612 below] 

second opinion: Others said . . . ^that the khalifas are 1 successors 
who follow on from each other, r i.e., that they are 1 the children of 
Adam who succeed to their father Adam; and each generation succeeds 
to the generation before them. This is the view narrated from al-Hasan 
al-Basn. Similarly: 

=>Ibn Sabi$: 

r «‘I am about to place a khalifa on earth.’ They said: ‘Will You 
place thereon one who will work corruption there, and shed 
blood?’* 1 They meant the offspring of Adam. [603] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

God said to the angels: ‘I wish to create creatures on earth and 
place a khalifa there. At that time God had no creatures except the 
angels, and there was no creature on earth. [604] 

This view could imply what is reported from al-Flasan, or it could 
imply that what Ibn Zaid meant was that God informed the angels that 
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He was putting someone in His place ( khalifa , = vicegerent) on earth to 
judge between His creatures according to His judgement, as r in the 
following opinion 1 . 

THIRD OPINION 

=>Ibn Abbas, =^Ibn Mas ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

God said to the angels: «‘I am about to place a khalifa on earth. % 
They said: ‘Our Lord, what r /who n will this khalifa be?’ He said: 

He will have offspring who will work corruption on earth, and 
envy each other and kill each other.’ [605, see 607 below] 

The interpretation of the verse according to this Tradition we have 
quoted from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas is: ‘I am about to place a 
vicegerent of Mine on earth to act on My behalf ( yakhlufu-ni ) in 
judging between My creatures.’ This vicegerent was Adam and those 
who took his place in obeying God and judging with justice between 
His creatures. However, the corruption and the unlawful shedding of 
blood was not r perpetrated by 1 His vicegerents, not by Adam and those 
who took his place among the servants of God. For these two r , i.e., Ibn 
Abbas and Ibn Mas ud, 1 said that God told the angels, when they asked 
Him. What r/who 1 will this vicegerent be?’, ‘He is a vicegerent who 
will have offspring who will work corruption on earth, and envy each 
other and kill each other.’ He ascribed corruption and the unlawful 
shedding of blood to the offspring of His vicegerent, not to r His 
vicegerent himself 1 , and He excluded the latter from it. 

Although this interpretation goes against the meaning of khalifa as it 
is related from al-Hasan in one respect, in another respect it agrees with 
it. The agreement is that the interpreters attribute corruption and the 
shedding of blood on earth to others besides Adam.* The difference 
comes when r Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas'ud 1 attribute the khilafa to Adam, 
in the sense of God’s appointing him as His vicegerent on r earth n , while 
al-tfasan attributes it to his offspring, in the sense the they are each 
other’s successors, each generation taking the place of the one 
before, and attributes corruption on earth and the shedding of blood 
to the khalifa. 

What prompted this opinion in those who interpreted His words « ‘I 
am about to place a vicegerent on earth’s according to the interpret- 
ation of al-Hasan, is that they held that when the angels said to their 

* Reading Adam instead of al-khalifa (Sh. & Sh., 1, 452. 1. 13). The meaning of the text is unclear 
here, and, as it stands, is plainly contradictory. 


Lord . . . «‘Will You place thereon one who will work corruption there 
and shed blood, . . .?» they were speaking of the vicegerent whom God 
had said He was placing on earth, and not of anyone else, because the 
exchange between the angels and their Lord concerned him. They 
believed that if this was the case, and God had freed Adam from 
corruption on earth and shedding blood, and purified him from this, it 
was clear that whoever was meant here was not him, but r a person or 
persons 1 among his offspring. So r they thought 1 it was proven that the 
khalifa who spread corruption on earth and shed blood was someone 
other than Adam, and that it was his sons who did this, so that the 
meaning of the khilafa which God mentioned was the succession of one 
generation of them after the other as we have described. 

But those who held this view, and interpreted the verse thus, 
disregarded the '"proper 1 way to interpret It 1 , which is that when their 
Lord said to the angels « ‘I am about to place a vicegerent on earth’ », the 
corruption and shedding of blood were not attributed, in their reply to 
their Lord, to His khalifa on earth; rather, they said « ‘Will You place 
thereon one 1 ", i.e., someone, not necessarily Adam, 1 who will work 
corruption there . . .?’», and it cannot be denied that their Lord may 
have informed them that His vicegerent would have offspring from 
whom the corruption and shedding of blood would come 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QALU ATAj'ALU FI-HA 
MAN YUFSIDU FI-HA WA-YASFIKU ’L-DIMA 

question: How could the angels say to their Lord, when He told 
them that He was placing a vicegerent on earth: «‘Will You place 
thereon one who will work corruption there, and shed blood? », when 
Adam had not yet been created, let alone his offspring, so that r the 
angels 1 could have known through r the evidence of 1 their eyes what 
they would do? Did they have knowledge of the unperceivable ( ghaib ), 
that they could say this? Or did they say what they said through 
conjecture? But that would only have been suppositional evidence that 
they gave, a statement of what they did not know r for certain 1 ; and that 
is not r in accordance with 1 their attributes. What else could be the 
reason for what they said to their Lord? 

reply: [t]: first opinion 

=>A 1 -Dahhak: 

Ibn 'Abbas said: ‘IbITs was from a tribe of the angels called al-I^inn 
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who were created from the fire of the Samum 3 from the midst of 
the angels. (...) His name was al-Harith. (...) He was one of the 
custodians of the Garden. (...) Apart from this tribe, all the angels 
were created from light. (...) The jinn, who were mentioned in 
the Qur an, were created from a smokeless fire, 4 which is the 
tongue of the fire which is on the tip r of the flame 1 when it flares 
up. (...) Man was created from clay. And the first to dwell on the 
earth were the jinn; they worked corruption and shed blood, and 
killed each other. (...) So God sent IblTs against them with an 
army of angels — this was the tribe which was called al- 
Hinn — and IbUs and those with him killed them and pursued 
them to the islands in the oceans and to the summits of the 
mountains. When IbUs had done this, he was filled with a secret 
conceit. He said: “I have done something which no one Telse 1 has 
ever done! ’ (...) But God recognized what was in his heart, 
although the angels who were with him did not. So God said to 
the angels who were with him: «“I am about to place a vicegerent 
on earth.” » And the angels said in reply to Him: « “Will You place 
thereon one who will work corruption there, and shed blood*, as 
^ jhtn worked corruption and shed blood and we were sent 
against them for this?” So He said: « “Assuredly I know what you 
do not know”*, meaning: “Assuredly I am informed, as you are 
not informed, about IblTs s heart, about his arrogance and conceit.” 
‘Then He commanded Adam’s earth (turba) r to be brought to 
Him 1 , and it was raised up, and God created Adam from 
« clinging clay ( tin lazib) » 5 — and “clinging” means There 1 “viscid”, 
thick , «from foetid mud ( hama * masnun)» 6 — “putrid”. (...) It 
was foetid mud after/in addition to the earth. (...) From it. He 
created Adam with His hand. (...) He remained forty nights as an 
mert body, and IblTs used to come to him and kick him, and he 
gave a hollow ring Hike a clay pot 1 — i.e., he made a sound. (...) 
This is the word of God: « r He created man 1 of a clay like that of a 
potter* (55: 14), meaning like something blown up which is not 
solid. (...) Then he used to go in through his mouth and come out 
through his rear, and go in through his rear and come out through 
his mouth; then he said: “You are nothing”— to the hollow 
ring — “you were not created for anything! Indeed, if I am given 
power over you I will utterly destroy you; but if you are given 
power over me I shall surely disobey you!” (...) When God 
breathed into him of His spirit, breath came from the front of his 
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head, and everything which came to flow from it within his body 
became flesh and blood. And when the breathing had reached his 
! navel, he looked at his body and marvelled at how beautiful was 

i what he saw. Then he went to get up, but he could not. This is the 

I word of God: « r M 1 an is ever hasty* (17: 1 1), i.e., restless, impatient 

in pleasure and in hardship. (...) When the breathing within his 
body was complete, he sneezed, and said: “Praise be to God, the 
Lord of the worlds!”, as a result of inspiration (ilharn) from God. 
Then God said to him: “May God have mercy on you, O Adam!” 
(...) Then God said, to the angels who were with IblTs in 
particular, not to the angels who were in the heavens: “Prostrate 
before Adam!” All of them prostrated together except IblTs, who 
refused and was arrogant because of the haughtiness and conceit 
his soul had instilled in him. He said: “I shall not prostrate before 
him! «I am better than he*, older then he, and more powerfully 
built. « You created me from fire, but you created him from clay*” 
(7: 12) he meant that fire was more powerful then clay. (...) 
When IblTs refused to prostrate, God made him dejected (ablasa), 
i.e., caused him to give up all hope of (anything 1 good. He made 
him a cursed (rajtm) satan, 7 punishing him for his disobedience. 

‘Then «He taught Adam the names, all of them*, which are the 
names with which mankind is familiar: “man”, “animal”, “earth”, 
plateau , sea , mountain”, “donkey”, and Hall 1 the nations r of 
creatures 1 and so forth, like these. Then He put these names before 
these angels, i.e., the angels who were with IblTs, who had been 
created from the fire of the Samum, and said to them: «“Now tell 
me the names of these”*, meaning “Tell me the names of these if 
you truthfully know why I am placing a vicegerent on earth.” 
(...) When the angels knew that God was reproaching them for 
having spoken to Him about the knowledge of the unperceivable, 
about which none know save Him, about which they knew 
nothing, they said: « “Glory be to You!”* — declaring that God was 
above anyone having knowledge of the unperceivable save 
He — “We turn to You in repentance. «We know not save what 
You have taught us”» — giving up any pretence to knowledge of 
the unperceivable “save what You have taught us, like that 
which You have taught Adam.” Then He said: «“0 Adam, tell 
them their names. » (...)« When he had told them their names, He 
said: Did I not tell you » — specifically, you angels — « that I know 
the unperceivable things of the heavens and the earth?* And that 
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no one but I knows that. «And I know what things you 
reveal* what you disclose — « and the things you have been 
concealing”* (2: 31-3) — meaning: “I know what is secret, just as I 
know what is open”, i.e., the arrogance and conceit which IblTs 
concealed in his soul.’ [606] 

This Tradition from Ibn 'Abbas says that God’s words «And when 
your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to place a vicegerent on earth’ * 
were addressed by Him especially to some angels and not to all of them, 
and that those to whom it was said were specifically the tribe of Iblls 
who had, with him, fought the jinn on earth before the creation of 
Adam. God said this specifically to them as a test and a trial for them, so 
that they should know the deficiency in their knowledge, the 
superiority over them of many of His creatures who were more weakly 
built than they, and that His favour is not bestowed according to bodily 
power or strength, as IblTs, the enemy of God, had supposed. r The 
Tradition from Ibn 'Abbas 1 states that what they said to their Lord, 
Q.e., 1 « Will You place thereon one who will work corruption, and shed 
blood?*, was a mistake on their part, a guess about the unperceivable, 
and that God told them of the reprehensibility of what they had said 
and informed them, so that they repented and returned to Him from 
the guess about the unperceivable which they had uttered, and 
repudiated before Him r the belief 1 that anyone knows the unper- 
ceivable but He. And He showed them the arrogance which IblTs 
nursed r within himself 1 , which was hidden from them. 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =^-A group of Companions: 

When God had finished what He wanted to create. He rose upon 
His throne and placed IblTs to rule over the heaven of this world. 

He was of the tribe of the angels called al-Jinn — they were called 
al-Jinn because they were the custodians of the Garden ( al-janna ). 8 
IblTs not only ruled, but was also a custodian, and arrogance 
entered his breast. He said: ‘God has only given me this position 1 
because of a distinction in me.’ (...) When this arrogance entered 
his soul, God knew about it, and God said to the angels: «‘I am 
about to place a vicegerent on earth.’* They said: ‘Our Lord, 
what r ,or, who, 1 will this vicegerent be?’ He said: ‘He will have 
offspring who will work corruption on earth, and envy each other 
and kill each other.’ They said: ‘Our Lord, «will You place 
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thereon one who will work corruption, and shed blood, while we 
proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’ He said: ‘Assuredly I 
know what you do not know’*, i.e., of the affair of IblTs. 

So He sent Gabriel to earth to bring some clay from there, and 
the earth said: ‘I seek refuge in God from you, lest you reduce me 
or disfigure me!’ So he returned without taking anything. He said: 
‘Lord, it sought refuge with You, so I granted it refuge.’ So God 
sent Michael, and it sought refuge from him, so he gave it refuge, 
and he came back and said what Gabriel had said. So He sent the 
angel of death, and it sought refuge from him, so he said: ‘I too 
seek refuge in God, lest I return without executing His command!’ 
So he took r clay 1 from the surface of the earth, and he mixed r the 
clay 1 and did not take it from r only 1 one place; he took red, white, 
and black earth, and that is why human beings came out different 
r colours n . Then he went up with it and moistened the earth so that 
it became « clinging clay* (37: 11) — and ‘clinging’ r here means 1 
‘which sticks together’ — , and it was left until it had become 
putrid and transformed — whereupon He says: «... from foetid 
mud* (15: 26, 28 and 33), meaning ‘putrid’. Then He said to the 
angels: «‘I am creating a mortal of clay. When I have shaped him, 
and breathed of My spirit into him, fall down and prostrate before 
him.’* (38: 71-2) So God created him with His own hands so that 
IblTs should not think himself above him, so that He could say to 
him: ‘You think yourself above what I have done with My own 
hands, yet I did not raise Myself above it.’ So He created him in 
human form, and he was a clay body for 40 years, corresponding 
to the day of Friday. 

The angels passed by him and were alarmed when they saw 
him. But the most alarmed of them was IblTs, and he would pass 
by him and strike him, and the body would make a sound like 
pottery makes, and it had a hollow ring — whereupon He says: 
« r He created man 1 of a clay like that of a potter* (55: 14) — and he 
would say: ‘You were created for some reason!’ He would go in 
through r Adam 1 ’s mouth and come out through his rear. Then he 
would say to the angels: ‘Do not be afraid of this: your Lord is 
solid (samad), 9 but this is hollow. Indeed, if I am given power 
over it, I shall utterly destroy it.’ 

When the time came when God wished to breathe the spirit 
into him, He said to the angels: ‘When I have breathed of my spirit 
into him, prostrate before him.’ And when He had breathed His 
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spirit into him, and the spirit entered into his head, he sneezed, and 
the angels said to him: ‘Say “Praise be to God”’, and he said: 
Praise be to God , and God said to him: ‘May God have mercy on 
you. And when the spirit entered his eyes, he saw the fruits of the 
Garden; then, when it entered his belly, he craved for food and 
jumped hastily, before the spirit had reached his feet, towards the 
fruit of the Garden — whereupon He says: «Man was created of 
hasten (21: 37). «Then all the angels prostrated themselves all 
together, save Ibhs; he refused to be among those prostrating* 
(15: 31) — i.e., he was arrogant, and became one of the unbelie- 
vers. God said to him: ‘What prevented you from prostrating to him 
whom I created with My hands, when I commanded you?’ He 
said: ‘I am better than he; I shall not prostrate before a mortal You 
have made of clay.’ So God said to him: ‘Leave this r Garden 1 ; it is 
not for you — i.e., you ought not — to become arrogant therein. 
Leave, then; surely you are one of the humiliated.’ (...) « And He 
taught Adam the names, all of them*, then He presented the 
creatures to the angels « and said: ‘Now tell Me the names of these, 
if you speak the truth* about the children of Adam being workers 
of corruption on earth and shedders of blood.’ They said to him: 

« ‘Glory be to You! We know not save what You have taught us. 
Surely You are the All-knowing, the All-wise.’* God said: 
«‘Adam, tell them their names.’ And when he had told them their 
names, He said: Did I not tell you that I know the unperceivable 
things of the heavens and the earth? And that I know what things 
you disclose and what you have been concealing?’* He meant their 
saying «Will you place thereon one who will work corruption 
there?* — this is what they disclosed — «and I know . . . what you 
have been concealing* — He meant the arrogance which Iblls kept 
secret in his soul. [607] 

The meaning of the first fparf 1 of this Tradition differs from that of 
the report which came from Ibn ’Abbas via al-Dahhak which we 
have previously quoted, but the meaning of the end of it corresponds to 
that of r the other 1 . r The difference 1 is that he mentions in the beginning 
of it that the angels asked their Lord: ‘What will this vicegerent be?’, 
when He said to them: «‘I am about to place a vicegerent on earth.’* He 
answered them that r His vicegerent 1 would have offspring who would 
work corruption on earth, and envy each other and kill each other. 
Then the angels said: «‘Will You place thereon one who will work 
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corruption there, and shed blood?* What the angels said to their Lord 
came after God’s announcement to them that this would come from 
the offspring of His vicegerent whom He was about to place on earth. 
This first part is different in meaning from the report of al-Dahhak 
which we have quoted. 

The agreement between the two is at the end, in what they both say 
in interpreting: ‘«Now tell Me the names of these, if you speak truly 
...» about the children of Adam working corruption on earth and 
shedding blood’, and in the angels giving up any pretence to 
knowledge of the unperceivable when their Lord said this to them, and 
saying: « ‘Glory be to You! We know not save what You have taught 
us. Surely You are the All-knowing, the All-wise.’* 

If an intelligent person studies this carefully, he can see that the 
beginning r of the second Tradition, i.e., [607] 1 negates what comes at 
the end, and that the last part gainsays the beginning. That is to say that, 
if God informs the angels that the offspring of the vicegerent which He 
is placing on earth will work corruption there and shed blood, and the 
angels say to their Lord: «‘Will you place thereon one who will work 
corruption there and shed blood’? *, there is no reason to reproach them 
for saying what God had told them, ... in the same way as r He"* . . . had 
told them, so that they could be told about the knowledge that was 
kept secret from them: ‘«If you speak truly* about the things that you 
know from God’s statement to you will happen, and which you have 
reported, then tell us about the knowledge which God kept secret from 
you, just as you told us about what God had informed you about.’ This 
is, rather, a contradiction in the interpretation, and an allegation against 
God, ascribing a quality to Him r ,i.e., that of trying to catch the angels 
out, 1 which He cannot possibly have. 

I am afraid that one of the transmitters of this Tradition must have 
made a mistake about the Companion from whom he related it, and 
that the proper 1 interpretation from r Ibn 'Abbas et al . 1 is as follows: 
‘«Tell Me the names of these, if you speak truly* about what you 
suppose you have understood from the information which I gave you 
that the children of Adam would work corruption on earth and shed 
blood, such that you thought it permissible to say: «“Will You place 
thereon one who will work corruption there and will shed blood?” »’ 
The rebuke would then be for what they supposed they had 
understood from God’s saying: ‘He will have offspring who will work 
corruption on earth and shed blood’, not for them saying what God 
had informed them would happen. That is to say, although God told 
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them what some of the offspring of His vicegerent would do on earth, 
. . . He had kept concealed from them the information that many of 
them would obey their Lord, establish order on His earth, and spare 
lives, and that He would elevate their station and prestige due to 
that He did not tell them about this. So, according to the 
interpretation, and the ostensive meaning, of these two Traditions 
which I have quoted, the angels said «‘ Will You place thereon one who 
will work corruption there and shed blood?’*, on the basis of their 
supposition that all the offspring of the vicegerent which God placed 
on earth would work corruption and shed blood there. So God said to 
them, when He had taught Adam all the names: ‘«Now tell Me the 
names of these, if you speak truly* r when you say 1 that you know that 
all the children of Adam will work corruption on earth and shed blood, 
according to what you have supposed yourselves’, thereby 1 denying 
the all-inclusiveness and generality of what they said about this, when it 
was ‘rather 1 an attribute of a specific ‘group 1 of the offspring of the 
vicegerent. What we have mentioned is our description of the 
interpretation of the Tradition, not an opinion of our own choice about 
the interpretation of the verse. 

Confirmation of what we have mentioned about the angels’ 
statement about •’human 1 corruption . . . being general comes from: 

=>*Abd al-Rahman b. Sabif: 

r «‘WiIl you place thereon one who will work corruption there 
and shed blood?’*; 1 they meant humanity. [608] 

THIRD OPINION 

=>Qatada: 

«And when your Lord said to the angels: ‘I am about to place a 
vicegerent on earth’*, He was consulting the angels about the 
creation of Adam, and they said: «‘Will you place thereon one 
who will work corruption there and shed blood’* — for the angels 
knew, from their knowledge of God, that nothing was more 
odious to God than the shedding of blood and corruption on 
earth — « ‘while we proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’ He 
said: ‘Assuredly I know what you do not know.’* For God knew 
that prophets, Messengers, righteous people, and dwellers in the 
Garden, would be •'descended 1 from this vicegerent. And it has 
been mentioned to us that Ibn ’Abbas used to say: ‘When God 
began to create Adam, the angels said: “Surely God is not going to 
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create a creature who is dearer to Him than us, or more knowing 
than us?” So they were put to the test by the creation of Adam; 
every creature is put to the test, just as the heavens and the earth 
were put to the test of obedience when God said: «“Come 
willingly, or unwillingly.” They said: “We come willingly.”* 
(41: 11)’ [609] 

This Tradition from Qatada shows that he thought that the angels 
said what they said, r i.e. 1 « ‘Will You place thereon one who will work 
corruption there and shed blood?’*, not having previously known for 
certain that that would happen, but only through their own opinion 
and supposition, and that God denied what they had said, and refuted 
their opinion, by saying: «‘I know what you do not know’*, i.e., that 
among the offspring of this vicegerent will be prophets, Messengers, 
and those who strive ( mujtahid ) to obey God. 

(■;•) 

Similar r to the opinion expressed by 1 Qatada is the view of a group 
of the interpreters, among them al-Hasan al-Basri. 

=> Al-Hasan r al-Basri 1 , and =► Al-Hasan r al-Basri 1 and Qatada: 

God said to His angels: «‘I am about to place a vicegerent on 

earth’*, meaning: ‘I am about to do ( ja'il) ’ But they used their 

own opinion. God had given them some knowledge, but He had 
concealed some knowledge from them which they did not have, 
so they said, according to the knowledge they had: «‘Will You 
place thereon one who will work corruption there and shed 
blood’* — and the angels knew from God’s knowledge that there 
was no greater sin before God than the shedding of blood — 

« ‘while we proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’ He said: 
‘Assuredly I know what you do not know.’* Then, when He 
started to create Adam, the angels muttered about what had 
become evident, and they said: ‘Let our Lord create what He 
wishes to create, but He shall never create something unless we 
were greater than it and dearer to Him.’ When He had created 
fAdam 1 and breathed of His spirit into him, He commanded them 
to prostrate before him because of what they had said. Thus He 
showed preference to him over them; and they knew that they 
were not better than he. So they said: ‘We may be no better than 
he, but we are more knowing than he is, because we were prior to 
him, and the nations r of other creatures 1 were created prior to 
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him.’ So when they became proud of their knowledge,* they were 
put to the test, and «He taught Adam the names, all of them; and 
He presented them to the angels and said: ‘Now tell Me the names 
of these, if you speak the truth ...» about My not creating 
anything more knowing than you. So «tell Me the names of these, 
if you speak the truth.’ » (...) Then the group took refuge in 
repentance and all believers take refuge in it — and said: « ‘Glory 
be to You! We know not save what You have taught us. Surely 
You are the All-knowing, the All-wise.’ He said: ‘Adam, tell them 
their names.’ And when he had told them their names He said: 
Did I not tell you I know the unperceivable things of the heavens 
and the earth? And I know what things you reveal, and what you 
have been concealing’* — because of their having said: ‘Indeed, our 
Lord creates what He wishes, and He would never create 
something which was dearer to Him than us, or more knowing 
than us.’ (...) He taught him the name of everything— this 
mountain, this mule driver, camels, jinn, wild beasts — and he 
began to call everything by its name; He presented every nation 
r of creature! to him. Then He said: « ‘Did I not tell you that I know 
the unperceivable things of the heavens and the earth? And I know 
what things you reveal, and what you have been concealing.’* (...) 
What they revealed was their saying: « ‘Will you place thereon one 
who will work corruption there and shed blood?’*, and what they 
had been concealing was their saying to each other: ‘We are better 
than he and more knowing.’ [61 1] 

=>Al-RabT* b. Anas, concerning 2: 30 and the following verses: 

God created the angels on Wednesday, and He created the jinn on 
Thursday, and He created Adam on Friday. (...) A group of the 
jinn became unbelievers, and the angels came down to them on 
earth and killed them: there was blood and there was corruption 
on earth. And that is why they said: «‘Will You place thereon one 
who will work corruption and shed blood?’* [612] «Then He 
presented them to the angels (...) ‘Surely You are the All- 
knowing, the All-wise.’* (...) This was when they said: «‘Will you 
place thereon one who will work corruption there and shed 
blood, while we proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’* (...) 
When they knew that He was going to place a vicegerent on 
earth, they said among themselves: ‘God will never create 

* Reading bi-'ilmi-him instead o fbi- ' amali-him (Sh. & Sh., I, 464, 1 . 19). 


anything unless we are more knowing than it and dearer r to 
Him' 1 .’ And God wanted to tell them He had preferred Adam over 
them. « And He taught Adam the names, all of them*, and said to 
the angels: «‘Now tell Me the names of these, if you speak the 
truth. (...) And I know what things you reveal, and what you 
have been concealing.’* What they revealed was ^pressed 1 when 
they said: «‘Will You place thereon one who will work corruption 
there and shed blood? », and what they had been concealing 
among themselves was their saying: ‘God will never create 
anything unless we are more knowing than it and dearer r to 
Him 1 .’ And they knew that God had preferred Adam over them 
with respect to knowledge and affection. [613] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

When God created fire, the angels were extremely frightened by 
it, and said: ‘Our Lord, why have You created this fire? For what 
thing have You created it?’ He said: ‘For one of My creatures who 
disobeyed me. (...) At that time God had no creatures apart from 
the angels, and there was no creature on the earth: He only created 
Adam after that. (...) «Has there come on man a while of time 
when he was a thing unremembered?* (76: 1) (...) — 'Umar b. 
al-Khaftab said: ‘If only that time r ,i.e., when man was “a thing 
unremembered” 1 were now, Messenger of God!’ 

(...) The angels said: O Lord, will there be a time when we 
shall disobey you there?’, Tor 1 they saw no creature apart from 
themselves. He said: ‘I wish to create a creature on earth and make 
him my vicegerent there: he will shed blood and work corruption 
on earth. So the angels said: «‘Will You place thereon one who 
will work corruption there and shed blood?* You have chosen us, 
so place us thereon: we proclaim Your praise and call You holy, 
and we shall act there obediently to You.’ The angels found it 
distressing that God should place someone on earth who would 
disobey Him, so He said: « ‘Assuredly I know what you do not 
know.* « Adam, tell them their names.’* And LAdam 1 said: ‘Such- 
and-such and such-and-such.’ (...) When r the angels 1 saw what 
knowledge God had bestowed on him, they conceded that Adam 
was superior to them. But the malicious IblTs refused to 
acknowledge him, and said: «‘You created me of fire, and him 
You created of clay.’* r God 1 said: «‘Get you down out of it; it is 
not for you to wax proud here . . .’» (7: 12, 13). [614] 
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=*• •'Muhammad 1 b. Ishaq: 

God wished to create Adam by His power, in order to put him 
to the test and to test ^others 1 through him, for He knew what 
the angels and all His creatures were about. It was the first trial 
in which the angels were put to the test about their likes and 
dislikes in order to try and test them with regard to what they 
did not know; God was thoroughly aware of this about them. 
Then He gathered the angels inhabiting the heavens and the 
earth, and said: «‘I am about to place a vicegerent on earth’s, 
meaning: ‘someone who will reside there and dwell there as a 
successor. He is not one of you r angelsV Then He told them of 
His knowledge about them, and said: ‘They will work corrup- 
tion on earth and shed blood, and they will know sin.’ Then 
they all said: «‘Will You place thereon one who will work 
corruption there and shed blood, while we proclaim Your 
praise and call You holy*; we do not sin or do anything 
reprehensible?’ He said: « ‘Assuredly I know what you do not 
know’*, meaning: ‘I know about you and from you will 
be — and He had not revealed it to them — disobedience, corrup- 
tion, shedding of blood, and committing what I abhor on their 
part when it occurs on earth, as I have mentioned about the 
children of Adam.’ God said to Muhammad: « r Say: I had 

no knowledge of the High Council when they disputed. This 
alone is revealed to me, that I am only a clear warner.’ When 
your Lord said to the angels: ‘See, I am creating a mortal of 
clay. When I have shaped him, and breathed My spirit into 
him, fall down, prostrating, before him!’* (38: 69-72) God told 
His prophet about His mention of Adam when He wished to 
create him, and of the angels consultation of Him concerning 
what He had told them about r Adam n . 

When God resolved to create Adam, He said to the angels: 
«‘See, I am creating a mortal of a clay of foetid mud ( hama ’ 
masnun )* (15: 28) with My own hand’ — thus granting him 
honours, making his position magnificent, and ennobling him — , 
and the angels remembered His compact and recalled His 
statement, and they all obeyed, except Iblls, the enemy of God. He 
kept silent about the envy, the outrage, the arrogance, and the 
disobedience which was in his soul. And God created Adam from 
the skin ( adama ) of the earth, from « clinging clay {tin lazib ) » (37: 1 1) 


«from foetid mud* (15: 26 and 33) with His hands, thus 
granting him honours, making his position magnificent, and 
ennobling him above the rest of His creation. 

Ibn Ishaq added: It is said, and God knows best, that God 
created Adam, then He set him down and observed him for 40 
years before He breathed His spirit into him, so that he became 
dry clay like pottery without being fired. (...) When the spirit 
went into his head, he sneezed, and said: ‘Praise be to God’, and 
his Lord said to him: ‘May your Lord have mercy on you.’ 
When he stood up the angels prostrated before him, remember- 
ing God’s compact which He had made with them, and 
obeying the command which He had given them. But the 
enemy of God, Iblls, stood up among them and did not 
prostrate — arrogantly, haughtily, feeling outrage and envy. r God 1 
said to him: « ‘Iblls, what prevented you from prostrating before 
what I have created with My own hands ... I shall assuredly fill 
Gehenna with you, and with whosoever of them follows you, all 
together.’* (38: 75-85) 

(...)When God had finished with Iblls and with reproving him, 
and he persisted in his disobedience, He cursed him and exiled him 
from the Garden. Then He turned towards Adam — and He had 
taught him all the names — and said: «‘Adam, tell them their 
names.’ And when he had told them their names He said: ‘Did I 
not tell you that I know the unperceivable things of the heavens 
and the earth? And I know what things you reveal, and what you 
have been concealing.* «They said: ‘Glory be to You! We know 
not save what You have taught us. Surely You are the 
All-knowing, the All-wise’*, i.e., ‘We answered You only in 
accordance with what You have taught us, but as for what You 
have not taught us, You are the more knowing in that. And the 
name Adam gave a thing remained its name until the Day of the 
Resurrection. [615] 

(••) 

A •’certain 1 Arabic scholar said that the angels did not say «‘Will You 
place thereon one who will work corruption there and shed blood?’* in 
contestation of their Lord, but that they asked him so that they would 
understand,, and they said that they praised Him. He said that they said 
this because they abhorred that God should be disobeyed, because the 
jinn had been commanded before this and had disobeyed. Another has 
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said that this was a request for guidance from the angels about what 
they did not understand about this 

TABArI’s opinion: The most preferable of these interpretations 
of God’s words reporting what the angels said to Him, r viz., 1 «Will 
You place thereon one who will work corruption there and shed 
blood, while we proclaim Your praise and call You holy?» is that of 
him who said that this was an inquiry which thay made of their Lord, 
meaning: Teach us, our Lord, are You going to place someone with 
this attribute, and are You not going to place a vicegerent from among 
us, who proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’ They did not contest 
what their Lord had taught them He would do, although they were 
dismayed when they were informed of that, that God would have a 
creature who would disobey Him. 

As for the claim that God allowed them to ask about this, and that 
they then asked Him in a way r which expressed 1 astonishment, there is 
no evidence for it in the ostensive meaning of the revelation, nor any 
Tradition from an authority which would be decisive; and it is not 
permissible to hold a view about the interpretation of the Book of God 
for which there is no evidence from any of the ways in which a proof 
can be established. 

§ Tabari considers the interpretation of Ibn ‘Abbas and Ibn Mas’ud [607], 
supported also by Qatada [609], to be acceptable, i.e., that God informed the 
angels that He was placing on earth a vicegerent whose offspring would cause 
corruption, and that the angels put their question as a mere enquiry, in 
accordance with Tabarfs view. He does not dismiss as erroneous the view 
expressed elsewhere by Ibn 'Abbas [606], followed by al-Rabf b. Anas [613], 
that the angels were asking whether the vicegerent would be like the previous 
inhabitants of the earth, i.e., the jinn, nor the view of Ibn Zaid [614] that the 
angels were expressing amazement that God had creatures who disobeyed 
Him. But he does dismiss them on the grounds, mentioned above, that there 
is no clear proof that they are correct. In such cases, he says, the best 
interpretation is the one which is supported by the ostensive meaning of the 
revelation. 

To the objection that there is no mention in the Qur’an of God saying that His 
creation on earth would be corrupt and shed blood (implying that the 
ostensive meaning of the text does not support his preferred interpretation), 
Tabari replies that such a direct quotation is not needed because it is clear to 
the reader that it has been omitted and that he should therefore supply it 
himself, and he supports this as being a common stylistic device in Arabic by 
giving a poetic example. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-NAHNU NUSABBIHU 
Bl-HAMDI-KA 

As for His words ♦ while we proclaim Your praise’ », He means ‘we 
glorify You by praising You and giving r You 1 thanks’; as He has said: 
«Then proclaim the praise of your Lord* (no: 3), and as He has said: 
♦ when the angels proclaim the praise of their Lord» (42: 5). All 
remembrance of God according to the Arabs is praise and prayer, 
and it has been said that praise is the prayer of the angels. 

=>Sa*Td b. Jubair: 

The Prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace, was 
praying, when a Muslim passed a hypocrite, and said to him: ‘The 
Prophet is praying and you are sitting!’ But he said to him: ‘Go 
away about your business, if you have any business.’ So he said: ‘I 
do not doubt that someone will pass by you and rebuke you.’ 

Then Umar b. al-Khaftab passed by him, and said to him: 

‘O so-and-so, the Prophet is praying and you are sitting!’ And 
he said the same thing to him, so he said: ‘This is my business.’ 
Then he pounced upon him and beat him till he had done with 
him. Then he entered the mosque and prayed with the Prophet. 
When the Prophet was leaving, ‘Umar went up to him and 
said: O Prophet, I passed so-and-so before while you were 
praying, and I said to him: “The Prophet is praying and you are 
sitting down!” And he said: “Amuse yourself with your own 
business, if you have any business.’” Then the Prophet said to 
him: ‘Would you not cut his neck?’ So ‘Umar got up quickly. 
Then r the Prophet 1 said: ‘O ‘Umar, come back. Indeed your 
anger is power, but your good will is authority. God has angels 
in the seven heavens praying; He has no need of the prayer of 
so-and-so.’ ‘Umar said: ‘O Prophet of God, what is their 
prayer? , but he did not give him any reply. Then Gabriel came 
to him and said: O Prophet, did ‘Umar ask you about the 
prayer of the inhabitants of heaven?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ Then he 
said: ‘Give ‘Umar greetings, and tell him that the inhabitants of 
the lowest heaven are prostrated until the Day of the Resur- 
rection, saying: Praise be to Him Who has dominion and 

sovereignty!”, and the inhabitants of the second heaven are bent 
r in prayer 1 ( ruku *) until the Day of the Resurrection, saying: 
“Praise be to Him who has power and might!”, and the 
inhabitants of the third heaven are standing r in prayer 1 until the 
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Day of the Resurrection, saying: “Praise be to the Living One who 
never dies!’” [617; see also =>Abu Dharr, from the Prophet, 618J 

There are similar Traditions to these, but we do not wish to prolong 
the book by examining them all. 

The basic meaning of tasbih ( = praise) among the Arabs is ‘declaring 
Him above any connection with attributes which are not His, 
proclaiming that He is free of these. ’J 

The interpreters differed about the meaning of ‘proclaiming praise 
and calling r God 1 holy’ in this place. Some said it means ‘We pray to 
You [^»Ibn Abbas, =>Ibn h/las ud, and => A group of Companions, 
619], while others said it means the familiar r kind of 1 praise 
[=s>Qatada, 620]. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-NUQADDISU LA-KA 

Taqdts (= calling God holy) is calling rHim 1 pure and mighty. . . . And 
so the meaning of the angels’ saying « we proclaim Your praise » is ‘we 
declare You to be above, and proclaim that You are free from, what 
the polytheists ascribe to You; and we pray to You and «call You holy », 
ascribing to You purity from uncleanness and from what those who do 
not believe in You ascribe to You; and r this purity 1 is one of Your 
attributes.’ And it is said that the angels calling their Lord holy is their 
praying to Him [=*>Qatada, 621]. Some said that «we call You holy» 
means ‘we magnify and glorify You’ [inter alios =>Mujahid, 623] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QALA INNl A' LAMU 
MA LAM TA ' LAMUNA 

[Tj: Some said He means that which is known to Him about Iblls and 
his concealing disobedience to God and his keeping his arrogance 
secret, but which is hidden to the angels [=s>Ibn ‘Abbas, 626, 627; 
=>Mujahid, 628-35]. Others said it means: «I know what you do not 
know », that from that vicegerent rAdam 1 will come people of 
obedience and nearness (wildya) to God [=>Qatada, 639]. 

This statement of God relates that the angels who said «‘Will You 
place thereon one who will do corruption there and shed blood?’ » found 
it shocking that God should have a creature who disobeys Him. ... So 
their Lord said to them « I know what you do not know’ », meaning 


thereby, and God knows best: ‘You are amazed at God’s command and 
are shocked by it, and I know what some of you r think n , and that you 
describe yourselves with an attribute when I know that one of you has 
the opposite ■’attribute 1 , and that you suggest r that you deserve 1 the 
command I have given to another besides you.’ That is to say that when 
their Lord told the angels of the corruption and bloodshed which 
would result from the offspring of His vicegerent, they said to r Him 1 : 
‘O Lord, will You place a vicegerent on earth, from someone other 
than us and among whose offspring are some who will disobey You, or 
from us, who glorify You, pray to You, and obey You and do not 
disobey You?’ But they did not know the arrogance towards his Lord 
which was hidden in IblTs’s breast. So their Lord said to them: ‘I know 
that one of you thinks differently from what you say’, and that was the 
■knowledge 1 that was hidden to them of the affair of IbITs, and of the 
arrogance which he had kept secret. So they were reproved for saying 
this, and for describing themselves with this generalized description. 

1 Sh. & Sh., 1 , 439, n. 1, where it is mentioned that Abu ‘Ubaida’s argument might rather have 
been about the related particle idha. 

2 For these locations near the Ka*ba, see Exeg. 2: 125. 

3 See 15: 27. 

4 Seess: 15. 

* See 37: 11. 

6 Sec 15: 26, 28, and 33. 

7 See Intro., p. 47. 

8 There is clearly a confusion in this and the preceding Tradition between ‘al-Hinn’ and 
‘al-Jinn’, not only in the printed editions of Tabari (see Sh. & Sh., I, 455, n. i, and 459, n. i), but 
also in the Traditions themselves, no doubt arising in part from the similarity in written forms of 
the two words, which differ only in a diacritical point. But underlying this is an ambiguity, going 
back to the Qur’an itself, about whether IbITs was an angel (see 2: 34) or a jinn (see 18: 50). 
Creationally, the jinn are distinguished from the angels, either, as in the preceding Tradition, 
because of the different substances out of which they were made, or for other reasons (see, e.g., 
below [613J); according to the preceding Tradition, lbBs and his tribe were angels but were made 
from a certain fire rather than from light, from which the other angels were made, and were in 
this respect closer to the jinn. For Tabari’s elucidation of this point, see Exeg. 2: 34, pp. 239-41. 

9 Also, as a name of God, = the Steadfast, the Refuge. 
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allama Adama ’ l-asma'a kulla-hd thumma 'aradahum * ala 
l-tnald ikatifa-qala anbi’uni bi-asmd*i ha’ula’i in kuntum sadiqma 


And He taught Adam the names, all of them; then He presented 
them to the angels, and said: ‘Now tell me the names of these, if 
you speak the truth.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ALLAMA ADAMA 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Lord of all might sent the angel of death, and he took some of 
the surface ( adtm ) of the earth, part sweet r soiP and part brackish. 
And He created Adam from it. For that reason he was called 
Adam, because he was created from the surface (adtm) of the earth. 
[640] 

(••) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

When the angel of death was sent to take the soil of Adam from 
the earth, he took from the face of the earth, and he mixed Ht 1 and 
did not take it from r only 1 one place; he took red, white, and black 
earth, and that is why human beings came out different r coloursT 
That is why he was called Adam, because he was taken from the 
surface (adtm) of the earth. [644] 

There is a Tradition related from the Messenger of God which 
confirms what those we have narrated from have said about the 
meaning of ‘Adam’. 

=>Abu Musa al-Ash'an: 

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
said: ‘God created Adam from a handful which He had taken from 
all over the earth. The children of Adam came according to the 


earth: among them came the red-coloured, the black, the white, 
and what is in between; the smooth and the rough; the wicked and 
the good. [645] 

(...) 


THE INTERPRETATION OF AL-ASMA ’A KULLA-HA 
[t]: FIRST OPINION 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«He taught Adam the names, all of them*, which are the names 
with which mankind is familiar: ‘man’, ‘animal’, ‘earth’, ‘plateau’, 
‘sea’, ‘mountain’, ‘donkey’, and r a!P the nations r of creatures 1 , and 
so forth, like these. [646, part of 606 above] 

=>Mujahid, concerning this verse: 

He taught him the name of every thing. [647 and 648] 

§ Other Traditions quoted by Tabari give the same opinion, but give other 
examples along the lines of [646] above; e.g., ‘crow’ and ‘pigeon’ [=>Mujahid, 
649]; ‘camel’, ‘cow’, and ‘sheep’ [=>Sa'Id b. Jubair, 650]; and, at the other end 
of the scale, hatta and its diminutive hurtaiya, both meaning a ‘small thing’ 
[=>Ibn Abbas, 653}, 2nd faswa and its diminutive fusaiya, both words for the 
breaking of wind [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 651-4]. 

(...) 

=>Qatada: 

« And He taught Adam the names, all of them*. He taught him the 
name of everything: ‘This is a “mountain”’, ‘This is a “sea”’, and 
so forth, for everything. Then He presented these things to the 
angels and said: «‘Now tell Me the names of these, if you speak the 
truth.’* [656] 

(•■) 


second opinion: Another [=>A 1 -Rabr, 659] said that «He taught 
Adam the names, all of them », ^means 1 the names of the angels. 

THIRD opinion: Another [=>Ibn Zaid, 660] said that He taught 
him the names of all his offspring. 

jabarI’s opinion: The most correct of these views, the closest to 
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what the ostensive meaning of the text indicates to be true, is the view 
of the one who said that . . . r it means 1 the names of his offspring and 
the names of the angels, and not the names of the other kinds of 
creatures. That is to say, God said: «Then He presented ( arada -) them 
(-hum) to the angels », meaning thereby the real instances of the things 
named by those names which He had taught Adam. Now the Arabs 
hardly ever refer to anything by -hum except the names of humans and 
angels. They refer r to all other things 1 ... by -ha r , in the singular, 1 or 
- hurtna r , in the plural 1 . . . . Sometimes -hum is used, as in His words: 
«God has created every beast of water, and some of them ( min-hum ) go 
upon their bellies, and some of them ( min-hum ) go upon their two feet, 
and some of them ( min-hum ) go upon four*, when they are r a 
combination of 1 various categories including men and other things. 

§ Tabari allows, however, the interpretation of Ibn 'Abbas [646], in which he 
gives examples from categories of creatures other than man and the angels, and 
suggests that he was perhaps interpreting according to the recension of Ubaiy, 
who has ’arada-ha. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA 'ARADA-HVM 
4 ALA ’JL-MAIA’ IKA 

We have already mentioned the preferable interpretation of the verse 
according to our reading and to the script of our copy ( mushaf ) r of the 
Qur’an 1 , and have said that « then He presented them» indicates humans 
and angels, rather than all the kinds of creatures, although it is not 
incorrect r to say 1 that it indicates all the categories of the nations r of 
creatures 1 for the reasons we have described. And He means by His 
words « then He presented them*: ‘Then He presented the people called 
by the r se n names to the angels.’ 

[t]: The commentators differed about the interpretation of His words 
“then He presented them to the angels* in the same way as they differed 
about His words « He taught Adam the names, all of them. * . . . 

^ Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« r T 1 hen He presented them to the angels*: Then He presented 
these names, i.e., the names of all the things which He had taught 
to Adam, of the categories of all creatures. [661] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas‘ud, and =>A group of Companions: 
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« r T 1 hen He presented them*: Then He presented the creatures to 
the angels. [662, part of 607] 

(••) 

=s*Mujahid: 

« r T 1 hen He presented them*: He presented the bearers of the 
names to the angels. [665] 

(..) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-QALA ANBl’UNI 
BI-ASM A ’/ HA’ULA’I 

f ‘Now inform me r of the names of these 1 .’ [=> Ibn 'Abbas, 668] % 
=>Mujahid: 

r «The names of these*: 1 The names of these things about which I 
have told Adam. [669, 670] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF IN KUNTUM $ADIQINA 
[T]: 

^ Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«‘ r Pf you speak the truth* — if you know why I am placing a 
vicegerent on earth.’ [671, part of 606 above] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and => A group of Companions: 

«‘ r Pf you speak the truth* about the children of Adam being 
workers of corruption and shedders of blood.’ [672, part of 
607 above] 

=> r Al-Hasan al-BasrP and Qatada: 

« ‘Now tell Me the names of these, if you speak the truth » about 
My not creating anything which is more knowing than you. [673, 
part of 61 1 above] 

Tabari’s opinion: The preferable view about the interpretation 
of the verse is that of Ibn ‘Abbas [671 and 672] and those who 
hold his view. 


‘Now tell me the names of what I have presented to you — you 
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angels who said: « Will you place thereon one who will work 
corruption there and shed blood * who is not one of us, or one of us who 
proclaim Your praise and call You Holy?” — if you speak the truth 
when you say that I am placing on earth My vicegerent who is not one 
of you and whose offspring will disobey Me and work corruption there 
and shed blood, whereas if I placed you there you would obey me and 
follow My command by praising Me and calling Me holy. Now, if you 
do not know the names of these things which I have presented to you, 
which are existing, created things you can see in front of your own 
eyes, and r iP someone besides you knows them through My having 
taught him, r then you must agree that 1 it is all the more r likely to be the 
case 1 that you should not know about created, but not yet existing, 
things, and about existing things which are hidden from your eyes. So 
do not ask of Me things which you do not know about; I know better 
what is proper for you and what is proper for My creatures.’ 

From the point of view of His reprimanding the angels who said 
’’this 1 . . ., God’s action towards them is similar to what He said to His 
prophet Noah, may God’s blessings be upon him, when he said r , asking 
God to save his son 1 : «‘0 my Lord, my son is of my family, and Your 
promise is surely the truth. You are the most just of those who judge.’ * 
( II: 45) r God said : 1 ‘Do not ask of Me what you do not know about. I 
admonish you, lest you should be among the ignorant.’ Likewise, the 
angels asked their Lord that they should be His vicegerents on earth 
because they would praise Him and call Him holy there, for the 
offspring of the one He had told them He was placing as His vicegerent 
on earth would work corruption there and shed blood. And He said to 
them: « Assuredly I know what you do not know», meaning thereby: ‘I 
know that one of you is the opener and sealer of all sin, and he is Iblls’, 
thereby denying what they had said. Thus He let them know where 
they had gone wrong in what they had said about this, by making 
known to them the insufficiency of their knowledge about His existing 
creatures, which He had presented to them that day and which they 
could see with their own eyes; how, then, could they know what they 
could not see and what they had not been informed about? And He said 
to them: «‘Now tell Me the names of these if you speak the truth» 
r when you say 1 that if I appoint you as vicegerents on My earth you 
will praise Me and call Me holy, and that if I appoint there someone 
besides you his offspring will disobey Me, work corruption, and 
shed blood.’ When He had made clear to them where they had been 
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mistaken in what they had said, . . . they turned in repentance to God, 
and said: « ‘Glory be to You! We know not save what You have taught 
us’*, . . .just as Noah said, when he was reproved for his request . . .: 
« ‘My Lord, I take refuge with You, lest I should ask of You what I have 
no knowledge of; for if You forgive me not, and do not have mercy on 
me, I shall be among the losers.’* ( 1 1 : 47 ) This is what everyone who is 
successfully guided to the truth does, whose turning to it is swift, and 
whose return to it is without delay. 

One of the Ba$ran grammarians claimed that His words «Now tell 
me the names of these if you speak truly* were not spoken because the 
angels had claimed anything, but were a statement by God about their 
ignorance of any knowledge of the unperceivable, and of His 
knowledge of this and His superiority, . . . r that it was 1 like one man 
saying to another ‘Tell me about this, then, if you know’, when he 
knows he does not know, meaning that he is ignorant. . . . 

There is no doubt that « in kuntum sadiqin * . . . r refers to truth 1 either 
in what one says or in what one does, because sidq in the speech of the 
Arabs means ‘being truthful in what one states’, not ‘having true 
knowledge’. That is to say, it is not intelligible in any language to say 
that someone is truthful in what he knows. It is thus a necessary 
consequence that God said r this n to the angels . . . knowing that they 
were not being truthful, and meaning that they were lying. But this is 
just what r this grammarian 1 denied, because he claimed that the angels 
were not claiming anything. . . . r Moreover 1 this opinion ... is not one 
of the opinions of any of the ancient or modem interpreters or 
exegetes. 

§ Taban also rejects an exegete’s understanding that «m kuntum sadiqina » 
means ‘since ( idh ) you speak the truth’, on the ground that, if this were the 
meaning, the reading would have to be «<w kuntum sadiqin »; but no reciter of 
the Qur’an ever read it like this. 
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subhana-ka la ilma la-nd ilia ma * allamta-na inna-ka anta 
’l- 'alfmu ’l-haktmu 

They said: ‘Glory be to You! We know only what You have 
taught us. Surely You are the All-knowing, the All-wise.’ 


This is a statement by God about His angels returning to Him, 
admitting that only He had knowledge of what they did not know, and 
disclaiming that they knew, or that any one of them knew, anything 
apart from what He had taught them [see =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 606]. 

In these three verses r ,i.e., 30 to 31, 1 there is a warning for him who 
would give heed, a reminder for him who would recall, and an 
elucidation ( bayan ) for him who has a heart r with which to understand 1 
or would give ear with a present mind, 1 of the subtle wisdoms which 
God sets forth in the verses of this Qur’an, and which the tongues r of 
men 1 are incapable of describing. Which is to say that God vindicated 
His prophet against the Jews of the Children of Israel who lived around 
him by informing him of the knowledge of the unperceivable which 
He gives only to the elite (khass) among His creatures, and which can 
only be understood through r divine 1 communication and notification, 
so that r the question of 1 the truthfulness of his prophethood might be 
resolved for them, and they might know that what he brought was 
from Him. Therein He demonstrated that whosoever states something 
about what has been, or about a created thing which has not '"yet 1 
happened, for which he can bring forward no report (1 khabar ), and for 
the truth of which he can produce no proof, is fabricating lies which 
necessarily merit punishment for him from his Lord. 

Do you not see that God refuted what His angels said — «‘Will you 
place therein one who will work corruption there and shed blood, 
while we proclaim Your praise and call You holy?’» — rand 1 said: 

« ‘Assuredly I know what you do not know.’o He let them know that it 
was not permissible for them to say that, by informing them of the 
insufficiency of their knowledge when He presented them with the 


bearers of the names which He presented to them, saying: « ‘Now tell 
me the names of these, if you speak the truth .’ » There was no refuge for 
them but to avow Hiheir 1 inability and disclaim before Him that they 
knew anything apart from what He had taught them: « ‘Glory be to 
You! We know only what You have taught us.’ » 

In this is the clearest indication, and the most manifest proof, of the 
falsity of the claims of all foretellers of the future ( huzat ), all 
soothsayers ( kahana ), 2 omithomancers (‘ 5 /a), and astrologers to know 
anything of the unperceivable. 

Through this r verse, God 1 reminded those of the people of scripture 
whom we have described of His previous blessings upon their 
forefathers, and of the help He had given their ancestors when they 
turned to Him in repentance and obedience, thereby urging them to 
turn to right guidance and satisfying them that they should seek 
salvation. And He warned them that by persisting in transgression and 
errancy they would incur punishment, like that which befell His 
enemy, Iblls, when he persisted in ignorance and error. 

§ For the meaning of ‘praise’ see above, Exeg. 2: 30, sabbaha. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF INNA-KA ANTA ’l-'ALImU ’ L-HAKIMU 

‘Indeed You, our Lord, and not any of Your creatures, are the 
Knower (al-'alim) without being taught, of all that which is and which 
will be, the Knower ( al-'alim ) of the unperceivable.’ 

r The angels 1 denied . . . that they had any knowledge except what 
their Lord had taught them, but affirmed that r the knowledge 1 which 
they denied having themselves belonged to their Lord by saying «‘You 
are the All-knowing’ », meaning ‘the One who knows without being 
taught, when none besides You knows anything except through 
someone else teaching him’. . . . 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Al-'altm is one who has reached perfection in his knowledge, and 

al-hakTm is one who has reached perfection in his judgement. [675] 

(...) 


1 See 50: 37. 

2 See Intro., n. 12. 
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4 < 5 /<j yd-Adamu anbi*-hum bi-asma'i-him fa-lammd anba’a-hum bi- 
asma i-him qala a-lam aqul la-kum inn-T a'lantu ghaiba ’l-samdwdti 
wa-’l-ardi wa-a'lamu md tubduna wa-md kuntum taktumiina 

He said: ‘Adam, tell them their names.’ And when he had told 
them their names, He said: Did I not tell you that I know the 
unperceivable things of the heavens and the earth? And I know 
what things you reveal and what you were concealing.’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QALA YA-A DA M U A NBl’-H UM 
BI-ASMA’I-HIM FA-LAMMA A NBA ’A -HUM BI-ASMA’ I-HIM 
QALA A-LAM AQUL LA-KUM INN-I A 'LA MU GHAIBA 

’l-samawati wa-’l-ardi 

(...) 

As for the interpretation of His words «He said: ‘Adam, tell them’», 
He means: ‘tell the angels . . . « their names’ », i.e., the names of those 
whom He presented to the angels. «And when he had told them*: 
‘When Adam had told the angels the names of those whom He had 
presented to them, and they did not know their names, and were 
convinced of their mistake . . ., their Lord said to them « “Did I not tell 
you that I know the unperceivable things of the heavens and the 
earth?”*’ And the unperceivable things are what was hidden from their 
eyes and they could not see. God was rebuking them for this, with 
respect to what they had said before, and to the error of their question 
which they had let slip. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 606] 

(■•) 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-A' LAMU MA TUBDUNA 
WA-MA KUNTUM TAKTUMUNA 

[T] FIRST OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«‘And I know what things you reveal’® — i.e., ‘what you 
disclose’ — « ‘and what you were concealing’ » — i.e., ‘I know what 
is secret just as I know what is open’, that is, the arrogance and 
deceit that Iblls was concealing in his soul. [678; see also =>Ibn 
'Abbas, Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions, 607] 

SECOND OPINION 
=>MahdTb. Maimun: 

I heard al-Hasan b. Dinar say to al-Hasan r al-BasrP, while we 
were sitting with r this latter 1 in his house: ‘Abu Sa'Td, have you 
seen what God said to the angels: «“I know what things you 
reveal, and what you were concealing”®? What were the angels 
concealing?’ Al-Hasan said: ‘When God created Adam, the angels 
saw ^his 1 marvellous creature, and it was as if something got into 
them on account of this, and they turned to each other and said, 
keeping this secret among themselves: “What troubles you of this 
creature? God will never create any creature which is nobler 
before Him than us.”’ [682; see also =>Qatada, 683; =>Al-RabT' 
b. Anas, 684] 

tabari’s opinion: The preferable opinion about the interpret- 
ation of this verse is that of Ibn ‘Abbas who said, ... ‘I know what you 
declare with your tongues, . . . and what you conceal in your souls; and 
nothing is concealed from me. Alike with me is what you keep secret 
and what you make open.’ What they declared with their tongues was . 
. . their saying : « ‘Will you place therein one who will work corruption 
there and shed blood, while we proclaim Your praise and call You 
holy?’ », and what they were keeping concealed was the opposition to 
God concerning His command, and the arrogance r which prevented 1 
obedience to Him, which Iblls kept hidden within himself. 

§ Tabari argues that there are only two interpretations for this passage: that 
of Ibn ‘Abbas [678], which he prefers, and that of al-Hasan al-Bajri [682]. 
There is, he says, no ‘incontrovertible evidence’ for the latter of these two 
opinions, either from the Qur’an or from a Tradition, whereas what God says 
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about IbUs does provide such proof for the former opinion. He then gives an 
argument based on the linguistic usage of the Arabs, quoting another Qur’anic 
verse, 49: 4, as an example, that it is permissible to refer to’ one member of a 
group, in this case, IblTs, by employing the word for the group as a whole, thus 
justifying Ibn 'Abbas’s interpretation. 


2:34 




wa-idh qulnd li-’l-malaikati * sjudu li-Adama fa-sajadu ilia lblisa aba 
wa-stakbara wa-kana mina ' l-kajirma 

And when We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate before Adam’; so 
they prostrated, save IblTs; he refused and waxed proud, and so he 
became one of the unbelievers. 


His words «And when We said ...» are connected with His words 
« And when your Lord said to the angels It is as if He were saying 

to the Jews of the Children of Israel who inhabited the place of the 
Messenger’s emigration r , i.e., Medina 1 , while enumerating His bles- 
sings to them and reminding them of His favours, as we have 
previously described: ‘Recall what I did for you when I bestowed My 
blessings on you. I created all that is in the earth for you. And r recalP 
when I said to the angels that I was placing a vicegerent on earth, and 
honoured your forefather Adam with My knowledge, and My r marks 
of 1 favour and generosity, which I granted him. And r recalP when I 
made the angels prostrate before him, and they did.’ 

Then He made IbUs an exception from all the Angels 1 , and showed, 
by doing this, that he was r in fact 1 one of them, and that he had been 
commanded to prostrate with them, as He says: «save IblTs- — he was not 
of those who prostrated. * He said: ‘What prevented you from 
prostrating when I commanded you?’» (7: 11-12). So God stated that 
He commanded IblTs to prostrate before Adam, among the angels 
whom He had commanded. Then He excepted him from what He 
stated about their having prostrated before Adam, disqualified him 


Sura 2, verse 34 

from His description of them as obedient to His command, and negated 
of him the r act of 1 prostration before His servant, Adam, which He had 
affirmed of His angels. 

[t]: was •’iblTs 1 one of the angels, or not?: first opinion 
=*-Ibn 'Abbas: 

Before IblTs disobeyed r God 1 , he was one of the angels and his 
name was 'AzazTl. He dwelt on earth, and was one of the angels 
who strived the hardest and had the most knowledge, and it was 
this that gave rise to his arrogance. He was from a tribe ( haiy ) 
who were called ‘Jinn’. [686, and a similar report, 687. See also 
=>Ibn 'Abbas, 606] 

(••) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

IbKs was among the illustrious of the angels and of their most 
noble tribe. He was a treasurer of the Gardens, and he had 
authority over the heaven of this world, and . . . over the 
earth. . . . r God 1 said «he was one of the jinn » (18: 50), and he 
was named r a jinni 1 after the Gardens (Jinan) whose treasurer 
he was, just as men are called MakkT r from Mecca 1 , MadanT 
r from Medina 1 , Kufr r from Kufa 1 and Basri r from Basra 1 . 
[689; see also =>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of 
Companions, 607] 

=^- Ibn 'Abbas: 

Of the angels there was a tribe ( qabtla ) of al-Jinn, and IblTs was one 
of them. He ruled over what was between heaven and earth. [690; 
see also 691) 

(--) 

=>Qatada: 

«And when we said to the angels: ‘Prostrate before Adam’; so 
they prostrated, save IblTs; he was one of the Jinn », he was from the 
tribe of the angels who were called ‘Jinn’. Ibn 'Abbas said: ‘If he 
had not been an angel, he would not have been commanded to 
prostrate. He was in command of the treasury of the heaven of this 
world.’ ... He hid ( janna ) from obedience to his Lord. [693, see 
also 694] 
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=>Muhammad b. Ishaq: 

Now the Arabs say that a ‘jinn’ is anyone who hides himself 
(ijtanna, VIII 1 form of jatina) and is not seen. As for His words: 
«save IblTs; he was one of the jinn », He means he was one of the 
angels, that is to say that the angels hide themselves and are not 
seen. God said: «They have set up a kinship between Him and the 
jinn, and the jinn know that they shall be arraigned » (37: 158), and 
this was due to Quraish saying: ‘The angels are the daughters of 
God.’ So God says: ‘If the angels were my daughters, then IblTs 
would be one of them. They have set up a kinship between Me 
and IblTs and his offspring. (...) God called r thenf* jinn because 
they hid themselves (ijtanna) and were not seen, and He calls the 
children of Adam ins (= mankind) because they are visible and do 
not hide themselves. 2 Whatever is visible is ins, and whatever 
hides itself and is not seen is jinn. [695] 

SECOND OPINION 
=>A 1 -Hasan r al-BasrP: 

IblTs was never for one moment one of the angels. He was the 
stock ( asl ) of the jinn, just as Adam was the stock of mankind 
[696] 

=*-Qatada: 

Al-Hasan Tal-BasiT 1 used to say about His words «save IblTs; he 
was one of the jinn»: ‘He traced him back to his genealogical 
origins. God says: « What, and do you take him and his seed to be 
your friends, apart from Me, and they are an enemy to you? How 
evil is that exchange for the evildoers! » (18: 50) They reproduce 
like the children of Adam reproduce. [697] 

(-•) 

=^Sa‘d b. Mas'ud: 

The angels were fighting with the jinn, and IblTs was captured 
when he was young. So he was with the angels and worshiped 
with them. When they were commanded to prostrate before 
Adam, they prostrated, but IblTs refused, and that is why God said 
«save IblTs; he was one of the jinn ». [699] 

(••) 


=>Ibn Zaid: 

IblTs is the father of the jinn, as Adam is the father of mankind. 

[70i] 

Tabari’s comments: The reason people held this natter 1 
opinion r that IblTs was not an angel 1 is that God stated in His Book that 
He created IblTs from the fire of the Samum (15: 27) and from a 
smokeless fire (55: 15), but did not state that He created the angels from 
anything like that. And God states that he was of the jinn, so they said 
that it is not possible that he should be related to that which God does 
not relate him to; they said that IblTs had progeny and offspring, but the 
angels do not procreate or have children. 

(••) 

But these reasons only bespeak the weakness of these people’s 
knowledge, for there is nothing objectionable in r the assumption 1 that 
God should have created the categories of His angels from all kinds of 
things that He had created: He created some of them from light, some 
of them from fire, and some of them from what He willed apart from 
that. There is thus nothing in God’s omitting to state what He created 
His angels from, and in His stating what He created IblTs from, which 
necessarily implies that IbGs is outside the meaning of r ‘angel’ 1 , for it is 
possible that He created a category of His angels, among whom was 
IblTs, from fire, and even that IblTs was unique in that He created him, 
and no other angel of His, from the fire of the Samum. 

Likewise, he cannot be excluded from being an angel by the fact that 
he had progeny or offspring, because passion and lust, from which the 
other angels were free, was compounded in him when God willed 
disobedience in him. As for God’s statement that he was «one of the 
jinn», it is not to be rejected that everything which hides itself { ijtanna ) 
from sight is a ‘jinn’, . . . and IbGs and the angels should then be 
deluded 1 among them, because they hide themselves from the eyes 
of mankind. 

THE MEANING OF IBLIS 

IbGs is r a noun of the form 1 if'il from r the IV th form verb 1 ablasa , 
which r means 1 ‘to despair of good’, ‘to feel remorse’, ‘to grieve’ [=>Ibn 
‘Abbas, 606]. 

(••) 
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=^Al-SuddT: 

The name oflblis was al-Harith, and he was called IblTs when he 

despaired and was confounded. [704] 

As God said: « r We seized them suddenly, 1 and behold, they 
despaired ( mublisutt)» (6: 44), meaning thereby that they gave up all 
hope of good, and felt remorse and grief.! 

objection: If ‘IblTs’ is, as you have said, r of the form 1 if'Tl from 
ablasa, why is it imperfectly declined? 3 

Reply: It is imperfectly declined because it is heavy on the ear, for it is 
a word which has no parallel among Arabic words, and, since this was 
so, the Arabs compared it to non-Arabic words, which are imperfectly 
declined. . . . r Similarly they do not decline the noun Ishaq fully 1 : it 
comes from r the IV th form verb ashaqa as in 1 ‘God removed ( ashaqa ) 
him , it first occurred as a name for non-Arabs, and subsequently Arabs 
were given it as a name, and it followed the same rules of desinential 
inflexion being one of the names of non-Arabs — and was not fully 
declined. Similarly ‘Aiyub’, which has the form fai'ul from r the verb 1 
aba ( = to return to God, to repent) . 

1 « r H 1 e refused », i.e., IblTs . . . refused to prostrate before Adam, and 
did not do so; «and Hie 1 waxed proud >», i.e., he was too haughty and 
arrogant to obey God and prostrate before Adam. 

Although this is a statement by God about IblTs, it is Talso 1 a rebuke to 
those creatures of God who are like him and are too arrogant to follow 
the command of God, to acquiesce in obedience to what He commands 
and forbids them to do, and to submit to Him in the rights between 
them that He has imposed r on them 1 . 4 Among those Hike this 1 . . . were 
the Jews who inhabited the abode of migration ‘‘Medina 1 of the 
Messenger of God, and their rabbis who were aware of the Messenger 
and his attributes, and knew that he was a Messenger of God. Despite 
their knowledge of this, they arrogantly refused to affirm his 
prophethood and to submit in obedience to him, revolting against him 
and envying him. So God rebuked them by means of His statement 
about IblTs, who revolted and acted enviously in arrogantly refusing to 
prostrate before Adam, just as they revolted and acted enviously in 
arrogantly refusing to submit to Muhammad, the prophet of God, and 
his prophethood, when he brought them the truth from their Lord. * 


Then He described IblTs in the likeness of those for whom He 
coined him as a metaphor of arrogant, jealous, and haughty refusal 
to submit to whomsoever He commanded him to submit, and said 
«and so he®, i.e., IblTs, «became one of the unbelievers®, one of those 
who deny God’s blessings and favours towards him, by opposing 
Him in His command to him to prostrate before Adam. In the 
same way, the Jews denied the blessings which their Lord had 
bestowed upon them and their forefathers before, r such as 1 God’s 
feeding their ancestors with manna and quails and shading them 
with clouds, 5 and innumerable other blessings of His to them, 
especially when He favoured those who came in touch with 
Muhammad with their contact with him and with their witnessing 
God s proof for them; then they denied his prophethood, through 
rebellion and jealousy, after coming to know of him and his 
prophethood. 

So God linked him with the unbelievers, and made him one of 
their number in religion and faith, although he differed from them 
in kind and kinship. In the same way, He made the hypocrites as 
one another, because they were united by hypocrisy, although they 
differed genealogically and in kind, when He said: «The hypocrites, 
the men and the women, are as one another® (9: 67), meaning 
thereby that they resembled one another in hypocrisy and errancy. 
Similarly, He said about IblTs that he was one of the unbelievers, 
that he was one of them with respect to disbelief in God and 
opposition to His command, although he was different in kind and 
kinship from them. The meaning of «and so he became one of the 
unbelievers® is that, when he refused to prostrate, he became one of 
the unbelievers. . . . 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

r «And he became one of the unbelievers ®, 1 i.e., r one of 1 the 

rebellious (al-'asutt). [705, 706] 

This is similar to the meaning we have given. 

The angels’ prostration before Adam was r an act of 1 deference 
towards Adam and ‘"of 1 obedience to God, not ‘"one of 1 worshipping 
Adam. 

=>Qatada: 

* And when We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate before Adam’®, 

the obedience was to God, and the prostration towards Adam: 
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God honoured Adam by making His angels prostrate before him. 

[707] 


1 See Exeg. 2: jo, pp. 206-^7. 

2 The IV th form verb avasa means ‘to sec’. 

3 See Trans Intro., p. xx. 

4 Islamic law recognizes rights between humans (as distinguished from rights of God see 
above Intro., n. 49), which are instituted by God. 

5 See 2: 57 and 7: 160. 
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wa-qulna ya-Adamu ’ skutt anta u/a-zauju-ka ’l-jarmata wa-kula 
min-ha raghadan haithu shi’tuma wa-ld taqraba hadhihi ’ l-shajarata 
fa-takund min al-zalimina 


And We said: ‘Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden, 
and eat thereof easefully where you desire; but do not draw near 
this tree, lest you become evil-doers.’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QULNA YA-ADAMU 
SKUN ANTA WA-ZAUJA-KA ’l-J ANNA 

In this verse there is a clear indication of the correctness of the opinion 
of those who say that IbUs was exiled from the Garden after he had 
arrogantly refused to prostrate before Adam, and that Adam was put to 
dwell there before IbEs fell to earth. Do you not hear God saying: « And 
We said: ‘Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden, and eat 
thereof easefully where you desire; but do not draw near this tree, lest 
you become evil-doers.’ * Then Satan caused them to slip therefrom, and 
brought them out of that wherein they were. » It is clear that Iblls caused 
them to slip from obedience to God after he had been cursed and had 
demonstrated r his‘ 1 arrogance, because the angels’ prostration before 
Adam came after the spirit had been breathed into him, and then Iblls 
refused to prostrate before him, and for the refusal to do this the curse 
came down upon him. 


Sura 2, verse 33 

=>Ibn ’Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

The enemy of God, Iblls, swore by His might, that he would 
surely lead Adam, his offspring, and his wife, except for His 
sincere worshippers among them, astray, after God had cursed 
him, and after he had been exiled from the Garden, but before he 
fell to earth and God taught Adam all the names. [708] 

=>Ibn Isbaq: 

When God had finished with Iblls and with reproving him, and he 
had refused r to do anything 1 but disobey, and He had brought 
down the curse upon him. He exiled him from the Garden and 
turned towards Adam and taught him all the names, and then said: 
«‘Adam, tell them their names.’ » — up to (sir) — « ‘Surely You are 
the All-knowing, the All-wise.’* [709] 

[t]: the circumstances inwhichadam’swifewas created 

FOR HIM, AND THE TIME AT WHICH SHE WAS MADE A MEANS 
OF REPOSE (SAKAN) FOR HIM: 

FIRST OPINION 

=^-Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas‘ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

Then IbEs was exiled from the Garden when he was cursed, and 
Adam was put to dwell in the Garden. He went around alone 
with no wife in whom he could find repose. Then he fell asleep 
and woke up to find a woman sitting beside his head whom 
God had created from his rib. So he asked her: ‘Who are you?’ 
And she said: ‘A woman.’ He said: ‘Why were you created?’ 
She said: ‘So that you could find repose in me.’ Then the angels 
asked him, to see how much he knew: ‘What is her name, 
Adam?’ He said: Hawa’( = Eve).’ They said: ‘Why is she called 
Hawa?’ He said: ‘Because she was created from something 
living (haiy).’ Then God said to him: «‘Adam, dwell, you and 
your wife, in the Garden, and eat thereof easefully where you 
desire.’* [710] 

This Tradition states that Eve was created after Adam had been 
dwelling in the Garden, and that she was created to be a means of 
repose for him. 

second opinion: Others said that she was created before Adam 
dwelt in the Garden. 
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=>Ibn Ishaq: 

When God had finished reprimanding Iblls, He turned to Adam 
and taught him all the names. Then He said «‘Adam, tell them 
their names’* up to (sic) — « ‘Surely You are the All-knowing, the 
All-wise.’* (...) Then He cast slumber upon Adam — according to 
what has reached us from the people of the Torah among the 
people of scripture, and from other people of knowledge, through 
Abd Allah b. Abbas and others — and then He took one of his ribs 
from his left side, and joined together the place where it had been 
with flesh. ’"Meanwhile 1 Adam slept, and he did not stir from his 
sleep until God had created his wife, Eve, from this rib of his. And 
He arranged her as a woman in whom ’"Adam 1 could find repose. 
When his slumber was lifted from him, and he stirred from his 
sleep, he saw her beside him, and he said — according to what they 
claim, and God knows best — : ‘My flesh, my blood, and my wife.’ 
And he found repose in her. When God had duplicated him, and 
made a means of repose for him from himself, He spoke to him 
face to face: «‘Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden and 
eat thereof easefully where you desire; but do not draw near this 
tree, lest you become evil-doers.’ *[711] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-KULA MIN-HA RAGHADAN 
HAITHU SHI’ TUMA 

Raghad is comfortableness in the means of living [=»Ibn 'Abbas, 716], a 
wholesomeness (/ ham’ ) [=>Ibn 'Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of 
Companions, 712J which does not cause any distress to the one 
who has it. 

=>Mujahid, concerning raghadan : 

They owed nothing r for it 1 . [713-5] 

If Anc * We said: ‘Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden, 
and eat of the extensive and wholesome provision from the Garden 
where you wish.’ 

=>Qatada: 

He said: «‘Adam, dwell, you and your wife, in the Garden, and eat 
thereof easefully where you desire.’* And the test which was 
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ordained for r alP creatures became ordained for Adam, just as the 
creatures before him had been put to the test. God made it licit for 
him to eat easefully whatever was in the Garden where he wished, 
except ’’from 1 a single tree which He forbade him. And he was 
submitted to the test therein, and he continued to be tested up to 
the time he did what he had been forbidden to do. [717] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA TAQRABA 
HADHIHI ’L-SHAJARA 

Shajar (coll., sing, shajara) in the speech of the Arabs is every ’’plant 1 
which stands on a stem (saq); God has said «and the tiajm and the shajar 
prostrate* (55: 6), meaning by najm the plants which spring ’’directly 1 
from r , and lie on, 1 the earth, and by shajar whatever is borne on a stem. 

[t]: WHICH PARTICULAR SHAJARA WAS IT WHOSE FRUIT ADAM 

was forbidden to eat?: first opinion: Some of them said it 
was com (sunbula =lit., a spike, or ear of grain) [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 718; 
=>Abu Malik, 719, 720; =>‘Apya, 721; =>Qatada, 722]. 

=>A man from the Banu Tamlm: 

Ibn 'Abbas wrote to Abu ’ 1 -Jald asking him about the shajara from 
which Adam ate, and about the shajara beside which he repented. 
Abu ’ 1 -Jald wrote to him: ‘You have asked me about the shajara 
which Adam was forbidden r to eat 1 : it was corn. And you have 
asked me about the shajara beside which Adam repented: it was 
the olive-tree.’ [723] 

=^-Ibn 'Abbas: 

The shajara which Adam was forbidden r to eat 1 was wheat (burr). 
[ 724 ] 

(••) 

second opinion: Others said it was the vine (karma ) . 

(••) 

=*>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions: 

It was the vine, but the Jews claim it was wheat (hinta). [731] 

(-•) 
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§ Other Traditions give ‘grapes ('mab)’ [inter alia =*Ja*da b. Hubaira, 733 J, 
‘wine-tree ( shajar al-khamr )’ [^Ja'da b. Hubaira, 736]. 

THIRD opinion: Others said it was the fig-tree [=>One of the 
Companions, 740]. 

tabarI’s opinion: Our opinion about this is that God informed 
his servants that Adam and his wife ate from a ‘tree’ from which their 
Lord had forbidden them to eat. By eating what they ate, they 
committed a sin which He had forbidden them to commit, after He 
had made dear to them which ‘tree’ He had forbidden them to eat 
from, and had pointed it out to them by saying: « ‘But do not draw near 
this tree. » But God has provided His servants to whom the Qur’an is 
addressed with no indication of which ‘tree’ of the Garden Adam was 
forbidden to approach, either through any textual proof ( nass ) of its 
name, or through any r other kind of 1 indication. If God had approved 
of knowledge of which of these r above possibilities 1 it was. He would 
not have deprived His servants of an indication of it by which they 
could arrive at knowledge of which one it was, so that they could 
submit to Him through their knowledge of it. This is what He does 
when He approves knowledge of anything. 

The proper thing here is to say: God forbade Adam and his wife to 
eat of one particular ‘tree’, and not from any others, among the ‘trees’ 
of the Garden, but they went against what God had forbidden them, 
and ate from it as God described they had done. We have no 
knowledge about which ‘tree’ it was in particular, for God has not 
clearly indicated this to His servants either in the Qur’an or in the 
sound surma. 1 From where could this come then? It has been said that 
the ‘tree’ was wheat, and it has been said that it was the grape, and it has 
been said that it was the fig. It is possible that it was one of these, but 
that would be a piece of knowledge, having which would be of no use 
to the one who knew it, and not having which would do no harm to 
the one who did not know it. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA TAQRABA 
HADHIHI ’L-SHAJARA FA-TAKUNA MINA ’ L-ZAL1MINA 

§ Tabari gives two conflicting opinions for the grammatical interpretation 
of this passage. He cites a consensus of grammarians as proof against one 
opinion, that of a Ba§ran grammarian, that the meaning is ‘Let it not be that 
you draw near this tree, and do not become evil-doers’, reading takiina in the 


apocopate, and not understanding any causal link between the two parts of the 
sentence. But he asserts the correctness of the other, that of a Kufan 
grammarian, that it means ‘Do not draw near this tree, for, if you do, you will 
become evil-doers’, reading it in the subjunctive (=you will become), as part 
of a subordinate clause expressing the result which will come about from not 
following the prohibition expressed in the first clause. 

The interpretation of «lest you become evil-doers » is ‘lest you should 
be among those who go beyond what has been permitted them and 
what is licit for them therein’. By this He meant: ‘If you draw near this 
tree, you will be ‘"following 1 the way of him who transgresses My 
limits, disobeys My order, and considers lawful what I have declared 
unlawful, because « the evil-doers are friends one of the other; God is 
the friend of the God-fearing. » (45: 19) 

The basic meaning of zulm in the speech of the Arabs is to put 
something elsewhere than in its place.J Then zulm branched out into 
r many 1 meanings, and to enumerate them would •unduly 1 prolong 
•our 1 book; we shall explain them in their places when we come to 
them, God willing. But the basic meaning of all of them is as we have 
described: putting something elsewhere than in its place. 

1 The sunna of Muhammad, i.e., his words, deeds, or unspoken approval. 
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fa-azalla-huma * l-shaitanu * an-ha fa-akhraja-huma mim-rna kanafi-hi 
wa-qulna ’ hbitii ba du-kum li-ba'din * aduwun wa-la-kum ji ’l-ardi 
mustaqarrun wa-mata'un ila hinin 


Then Satan caused them to slip therefrom, and brought them out 
of that they were in; and We said: ‘Get you down, each of you an 
enemy of each; and in the earth a sojourn shall be yours, and 
enjoyment for a time.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-AZALLA-HUMA 
’L-SHAITANU 'AN -HA 

[r]: first opinion: Most recited it «fa-azalla-huma» . . ., meaning 
‘he caused them to slip’, with r the meaning of ‘ to slip ( zalla )’ as in 1 
one s saying that a man slipped in his religion, when he committed a 
lapse or made a mistake, and did what he should not have done, or that 
someone else caused him to slip when he was the cause of his slipping in 
his religion or in his worldly affairs 1 . This is why God attributed the 
departure of Adam and his wife from the Garden to IblTs. He said: «and 
r he n brought them out» — i.e., IblTs did — «from that they were in», 
because it was he who caused them to make the mistake for which God 
punished them by expelling them from the Garden. 

second opinion: Others recited it «fa-azala-huma», with the 
meaning of ‘removing ( azala )’ something from something. 

Tabari’s opinion: It is narrated from Ibn 'Abbas concerning the 
interpretation of « fa-azalla-huma »: 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r It means 1 he led them astray. [741] 


Sura 2, verse 36 


251 


The more correct of these two recitations is that of him who recited 
«fa-azalla-huma», because God states in the immediately subsequent 
passage that IbEs « brought them out of what they were in» . . ., and 
there is no reason for Him to say «fa-azala-huma» , if azala means ‘to 
remove’, and thus r repeat Himself 1 . . ., as if he were to say ‘He 
removed them from it and brought them out of that they were in’. . . . 

question: How did IblTs cause Adam and his wife to slip, so that 
their expulsion from the Garden became attributed to him? 

reply: The learned have voiced several opinions about this, and we 
shall mention some of them. 

=>'Umar b. 'Abd al-Rahman b. Muhrib: 

I heard Wahb b. Munabbih say: ‘When God settled Adam and his 
offspring’ — or ‘his wife’, the doubt is from Abu Ja'far r al-TabarT 1 , 
in the original copy of whose book is ‘his offspring’ — ‘and forbade 
him the tree, it was a tree whose branches were entangled, and 
which has fruit which the angels eat for their eternity; this was the 
fruit which God had forbidden Adam and his wife. When IblTs 
desired to make them slip, he entered into the belly of the serpent. 
Now the serpent had four legs, as if it had been a Bactrian camel, 
one of the most beautiful beasts God created. When the serpent 
entered the Garden, IblTs came out of its belly, took from the tree 
which God had fobidden Adam and his wife, and brought it to 
Eve. He said: ‘Look at this tree! How fragrant it is, how delicious it 
is, what a beautiful colour it has!’ So Eve took and ate of it, and 
then took it to Adam, and said: ‘Look at this tree! How fragrant it 
is, how delicious it is, what a beautiful colour it has!’ So Adam ate 
of it, and their shameful parts became conspicuous to them. 

Then Adam went inside the tree, and his Lord called out: 
‘Adam, where are you?’ (...) He said: ‘I am here, O Lord.’ He said: 
‘Are you not coming out?’ He said: ‘I feel ashamed before You, O 
Lord.’ He said: ‘Cursed be the earth from which you were created, 
may its fruit turn into thorns!’ (...) Then there was no tree in the 
Garden or on earth which was better than the gum acacia and the 
Christ’s thorn. 1 Then He said: ‘Eve, you who misled My servant, 
may your pregnancies all be painful, and when you wish to give 
birth to what is in your womb, may you more than once look 
down on death!’ Then He said to the serpent: ‘You, into whose 
belly the cursed one entered so that he could mislead My servant, 
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cursed be you! May your legs withdraw into your abdomen. You 
shall have no sustenance but dust. You shall be the enemy of the 
children of Adam, and they shall be your enemies: when you meet 
one of them you will seize him by the heel, and when he meets 
you he will crush your head.’ 

‘Umar said: Someone said to Wahb: ‘What did the angels use to 
eat? He said: ‘God does what He wishes.’ [742] 

=>Ibn Abbas, =^Ibn Mas ud, and => A group of Companions: 

When God said to Adam: «‘ HD 1 well, you and your wife, in the 
Garden, and eat thereof easefiilly where you desire, but draw not 
near this tree, lest you become evil-doers’*, Iblls desired to enter 
the Garden with them, but the guardians prevented him. So he 
came to the serpent, who was a beast with four legs, as if it were a 
camel, and was like the handsomest of beasts, and talked to it so 
that it would let him enter its mouth and would go in with him to 
Adam. So it let him enter its Juqm — Abu Ja* far r al-TabarT said: 
The Juqm is the side of the mouth.’ The serpent passed the 
guardians and entered, but they did not notice, because God 
willed it so. r IbHs" 1 spoke with r Adam 1 from the side of r the 
serpent s' 1 mouth, but rAdam 1 paid no attention to what he said, 
so he came out to him and said: «‘Adam, shall I point you to the 
tree of eternity, and a Kingdom that decays not?’* (20: 120), 
meaning ‘Shall I point you to a tree which, if you eat thereof, you 
will be a sovereign like God? Or the two of you will be immortals 
who never die?’ And he swore by God to r Adam and Eve 1 : 

« ‘Truly, I am a sincere adviser to you’* (7: 21), and he meant by 
that to reveal to them their shameful parts, which were hidden 
from their sight, by tearing off their garments. He knew that they 
had shameful parts, since he had read it in the books of the angels, 
but Adam did not know this. Their garments were r made of 1 
horn. Adam refused to eat from it; then Eve went forward and ate 
from it, and said: ‘Adam, eat. I have eaten and it has done me no 
harm.’ And when Adam ate « their shameful parts became 
conspicuous to them, and they straightway stitched upon them- 
selves leaves of the Garden.* (7: 22) [743] 

=>A1-Rabl‘ r b. Anas 1 : 

A narrator told me: ‘IbITs entered the Garden in the form of a beast 
with r four 1 legs; it was as if he looked like a camel. (...) Then he 
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was cursed, and his legs fell off, and he became a snake. [744] 

=>Abu *1- Aliya: 

Some camels were originally jinn. (...) All the Garden except the 
tree was permitted to rAdam 1 , and r Adam and Eve 1 were told: 
«‘ r D 1 raw not near this tree, lest you become evil-doers’* (...) 
Satan came to Eve and started with her. He said: ‘Have you been 
prohibited from anything?’ She said: ‘Yes, from this tree.’ So he 
said: «‘Your Lord has only prohibited you from this tree lest you 
become angels, or lest you become immortals.’* (7: 20) (...) So 
Eve began to eat of it, then she ordered Adam, and he ate from it. 
(...) It was a tree which moved the bowels of whoever ate it. (...) 
It was not seemly that there should have been excrement in the 
Garden. (...) ‘Then Satan removed them ( azala-huma) from there, 
and brought them out of that they were in.’ (...) And Adam was 
expelled from the Garden. [745] 

=>Ibn Ishaq, from one of the people of knowledge: 

When Adam entered the Garden, and saw the munificence therein 
and what God had given him of it, he said: ‘If only r I could 1 dwell 
•"here 1 forever!’ Satan found signs of weakness here from him 
when he heard him say this, and approached him from the angle 
of r his desire for 1 immortality. [736] 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

I was told: ‘When r IbITs 1 first started his trickery with r Adam and 
Eve 1 , he wept before them so that they grieved when they heard 
it. They said: ‘What makes you cry?’ He said: ‘I am crying because 
of you. You will die, and will be separated from the blessings and 
munificence you enjoy.’ This had an effect on their souls. Then he 
came to them and tempted ( waswasa ) them, saying: «‘Adam, shall 
I point you to the tree of eternity, and a Kingdom that decays 
not?’* Then he said: «‘Your Lord has only prohibited you from 
this tree lest you become angels, or lest you become immortals.’ 
And he swore to them: ‘Truly, I am a sincere adviser to you’* r , 
meaning 1 : ‘You will become angels, or will remain eternally — if 
you will not be angels — in the blessings of the Garden, and you 
will not die.’ God said: «So he led them on by delusion* (7: 22). 
[747] 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

Ibn Zaid said: ‘Satan tempted Eve with the tree and eventually 
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brought her it r s fruit* 1 , then he made her beautiful in Adam’s sight. 
(...) So Adam called her out of desire. She said: “No! Not unless 
you come here.” When he came to her, she said: “No! Not until 
you eat from this tree.” (...) So he ate from it and their shameful 
parts became conspicuous to them. (...) Then Adam became a 
fugitive in the Garden, and his Lord called to him: “Adam, are 
you running away from Me?” He said: “No my Lord, but I am 
ashamed before You. He said: “Adam, from where were you 
approached?” He said: “From Eve, Lord.” So God said: “ I shall 
cause her to bleed once every month, just as you have caused this 
tree to bleed. I shall make her foolish, although I r originally" 1 
created her mild tempered. I shall make her have a painful 
pregnancy and childbirth, although I ■‘originally 1 made her have 
an easy pregnancy and childbirth.” ’ 

Ibn Zaid said: ‘If it were not for the affliction which befell Eve, the 
women of this world would not menstruate, and they would be 
mild tempered, and have easy pregnancies and childbirths.’ [748] 

=>YazTd b. *Abd Allah b. Qusait: 

I heard SaTd b. al-Musaiyib swear by God: ‘Adam did not eat of 
the tree as long as he was in his senses, but Eve gave him wine to 
drink, so that when he was drunk, she led him to it and he ate. 
[ 749 ] 

=>Tawus al-Yamam: 

Ibn Abbas said: ‘The enemy of God, IbITs, presented himself to the 
beasts of this world ■asking 1 which of them would carry him so 
that he could enter the Garden with it and converse with Adam 
and his wife, but all the beasts refused him, until he spoke to the 
serpent, and said to him: ‘I will defend you from man, so you will 
be under my protection if you get me into the Garden.’ So it put 
him between two of its fangs, and entered with him, and he spoke 
to r Adam and Eve 1 from inside it. It was dressed to walk on four 
legs, but God stripped it and made it move along on its belly.’ 

Ibn ‘Abbas says: ‘Kill them when you come across them; nullify 
the enemy of God’s covenant to protect them.’ [750] 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

The people of the Torah teach that the serpent talked with Adam, 
but they do not interpret ■’this 1 as Ibn ‘Abbas does. [751] 
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^Muhammad b. Qais: 

God forbade Adam and Eve to eat of a single tree in the Garden, 
but to eat easefully of r the other fruit 1 as they wished. Satan came 
and entered in the belly of the serpent, and spoke with Eve. Satan 
tempted Adam, and said: « ‘Your Lord has only prohibited you 
from this tree lest you become angels, or lest you become 
immortals.’ » (...) Then Eve cut the tree and the tree bled. Then 
their clothes which they had on fell from them, «and they 
straightway stitched upon themselves leaves of the Garden. And 
their Lord called to them: ‘Did I not prohibit you from this tree, 
and say to you: “Verily Satan is for a manifest foe”?* (7: 22) Why 
did you eat what I have prohibited you?’ r Adam 1 said: ‘My Lord, 
Eve gave me r if* to eat.’ r God n said to Eve: ‘Why did you give 
him Ht* to eat?’ She said: ‘The serpent ordered me.’ He said to the 
serpent: ‘Why did you order her?’ It said: ‘IbITs ordered me.’ He 
said: ‘ r He is 1 cursed and driven away! As for you. Eve, just as you 
caused the tree to bleed, you shall bleed at every new moon! As for 
you, serpent, I shall cut off your legs and you shall move along 
sliding on your face; whoever comes across you will smash your 
head in with a stone! Get you down, «each of you an enemy of 
each. *’ [752] 

These Traditions have been narrated, from those of the Compan- 
ions, Followers, and others we have narrated them from, concerning 
the description of how IbITs, the enemy of God, caused Adam and his 
wife to slip so that he brought them out of the Garden. The soundest of 
these is, in our view, that which agrees with the Book of God. Now 
God stated that IbITs tempted Adam in order to show the two of them 
their shameful parts which were masked from them, and that he said to 
them: «‘Your Lord has only prohibited you from this tree lest you 
become angels, or lest you become immortals’* (7: 20), and that «he 
swore to them: ‘Truly, I am a sincere adviser to you’*, causing them to 
fall through a deception. In God’s statement about His enemy’s 
swearing to Adam and his wife, by saying to them: « ‘Truly, I am a 
sincere adviser to you’ *, there is a clear demonstration that he addressed 
them himself, either visibly before their eyes, or concealed in 
something else. That is to say, it is not intelligible in the speech of the 
Arabs to say that so-and-so swore to so-and-so concerning this or that, 
if he employed some means with which he reached him without 
swearing to him, and an oath is not the use of such a means. Similarly 
with His words «Then Satan tempted him*: if he had ■‘tempted 1 Adam 
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m the same way as he tempts AdamV offspring, by making it seem 
attractive that Adam should eat the Truitt of the tree which God had 
forbidden him to eat, without directly addressing to him the words and 
devices by which he caused him to slip, then God would not have said- 

• and he swore to them: ‘Truly, I am a sincere adviser to you 

Just as someone who disobeyed Tiodt would not now be permitted 
to say: IbBs swore to me that he was a sincere adviser to me concerning 
my disobedience which he made seem attractive to me’, so it would 
have been with Adam and his wife if their 'temptation 1 had been 
similar to that which now takes place between Iblis and Adam's 
offspring 'God 1 could not have said: .and he swore to them- ‘Truly I 
am a sincere adviser to you.’. Rather, this happened, God willing, i„ 

asheTid” ” d th ° Se Wh ° WCTe ° fthe same °P-m°n 

J:r r : h :r n ^z Uch he reachea the Garden ^ » Adam, 

after God had expelled him from it and banished him from it, there is 
nothing ui what has been narrated from Ibn ’Abbas and Wahb b. 

unabbih about this which an inteUigent person could object to, for it 
is an opinion for which no intellectual reason 1 or necessarily correct 
Tradition proving the opposite refutes; it is something possible. What 
should be said is that he managed to address Adam as God has informed 
us. Perhaps he managed to do this in the way the interpreters have said 
and it is even more likely, God willing, that it happened like that’ 
because the opinions of the interpreters follow one another in 
confirming it, although Ibn Ishaq said: 

=»Ibn Ishaq, concerning this,— and God is more knowing— 'said 
what 1 Ibn Abbas and the people of the Torah said: 

•"IblTsl finally got to Adam and his wife through the power God 
had given him to test Adam and his offspring. And he comes to 
mankind m their sleep and in their waking, and in every state they 
are m, so that he can get what he wants, so that he can call them to 
disobedience and bring about greed in their souls without their 
seemg him. God has said: .Then Satan caused them to slip 
therefrom, and brought them out of that they were in*; and he has 
said: .Children of Adam! Let not Satan tempt you as he brought 
your parents out of the Garden, stripping them of their garments 
to show them their shameful parts. Surely he sees you, he and his 
tribe from where you see them not. We have made the Satans the 
friends of those who do not believe.* (7: 27) And God said to His 
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prophet: .Say: ‘I seek refuge with the Lord of men, the King of 
men, . . . ’ * to the end of the sura (1 14: 1-6). 

Then r Ibn Isliaq 1 quoted Traditions which narrated that the 
prophet had said: ‘Satan is to man like his blood.’ 

Then Ibn Ishaq said: Man’s situation between himself and the 
enemy of God is like r Sa tan’s 1 situation between himself and 
Adam. God said: « ‘Get you down from it; it is not for you to wax 
proud here, so go forth; surely you are among the humbled.’* 
(7: 13) Then Hblls 1 got to Adam and his wife so that he could 
speak to them, as God has related to us about them, and He said: 
.Then Satan whispered to him saying: ‘Adam, shall I point you to 
the Tree of Eternity, and a Kingdom that decays not?* (20: 120) 
He got to them, by r the same means 1 he got to r Adam’s 1 
offspring .without them seeing him — God knows best whether 
this was so — and then they turned to God in repentance. [753] 

If Ibn Ishaq had been certain in his own mind that Iblis had not got to 
Adam and his wife with the address which God states that he addressed 
to them, there would have been nothing in this r to justify 1 an 
intelligent person’s contradicting the opinion which has been widely 
reported from the learned, with the Book’s indicating that what was 
widely accepted among them was correct. All the less so since he 
doubted! We beseech God for success. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-AKHRAJA-HUMA 
MIM-MA KAN A FI- HI 

As for the interpretation of .and r he 1 brought them out*. He means: 
Satan brought Adam and his wife out .of that they were in*, i.e., from 
the comfortable life in the Garden which Adam and his wife were 
Enjoying 1 , r and from 1 its abundant ease in which they r found 
themselves 1 . It is clear that God ascribed their expulsion to Satan, 
although it was God who brought them out, because their leaving it 
was due to a cause r which came 1 from Satan, and He attributes this to 
him because he mediated it 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QULNA ’ HBIfU BA' pU-KUM 
LI-BA ‘DIN 'ADUWUN 

One says someone descended ( habata ) to such-and-such a region, or to 
such-and-such a valley, when he settled down in that ’’place 1 
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These words from God make it clear that what we said about God 
being the one who expelled Adam from the Garden is correct, and that 
God’s attributing to IbGs their expulsion is as we have described. It also 
shows that the fall of Adam, his wife, and their enemy, IbUs, all 
happened at one time, because God combines them in His statement 
about their fall, after the sin of Adam and his wife, and Satan’s causing 
them r to commit 1 this, according to what our Lord has said about 
them. 

The interpreters differed about the meaning of «‘Get you down’*, 
although they all agreed that Adam and his wife are being referred to. 
r All the Traditions concern the whole phrase « ‘Get you down, each of 
you an enemy of each.’ 

=>Abu §alih: 

r This refers to 1 Adam, Eve, IbITs, and the serpent. [754] 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

He cursed the serpent and cut off its legs, and left it to move 
around on its belly. He made its nourishment to be of dust. Adam, 
Eve, IbITs, and the serpent were caused to fall down to earth. [755] 

(■•) 

=>Mujahid: 

r It means 1 Adam, IbITs, and the serpent; each one’s offspring was 
the enemy of the other. [757] 

=>Mujahid: 

r It means 1 Adam and his offspring, and IbITs and his offspring 
[ 758 ] 

=>Isma*fl Al-SuddT, from someone who heard Ibn 'Abbas say 
about r this passage 1 : 

Each of them an enemy of the other: Adam, Eve, IbITs, and the 
serpent. [761, see also 760] 

(••) 

question: What was the enmity between Adam, his wife, IbITs, and 
the serpent? 

reply: As for the enmity of IbITs towards Adam and his offspring, it 
was his envy of him and his being too arrogant to obey God and 
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prostrate before him when he said to his Lord: «‘I am better then he; 
You created me from fire, but him You created from clay.’ » (38: 76) 

As for the enmity of Adam towards his offspring and IbITs, it is the 
believer’s enmity towards him for his disbelief in God, and his 
disobedience towards his Lord in his haughtiness towards Him and his 
opposition to His command. This ’’enmity 1 on the part of Adam and 
the believers among his offspring is belief ( Tman ) in God, whereas IblTs’s 
enmity towards Adam is unbelief (kujr) in God. 

As for the enmity between Adam and his offspring and the serpent, 
we have quoted what has been narrated from Ibn 'Abbas and Wahb b. 
Munabbih concerning this. That is the enmity between us and it, as was 
narrated from the Messenger of God, when he said: 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘We have not made peace with them 
ever since we r first 1 fought them; whoever leaves any one of them 
out of fear is not one of us.’ [763] 

I consider that the origin of the conflict between us is what our 
scholars whose narrations we have previously quoted have said 
concerning r the serpent 1 bringing IbEs into the Garden after God had 
expelled him from there, so that he caused r Adam 1 to slip from 
obedience to his Lord by eating what he had been forbidden to eat of 
the tree. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Messenger of God was asked about killing snakes. The 
Messenger of God said: ‘ r The snake 1 and man were created each 
the enemy of the other. If he sees one, it frightens him, and if it 
bites him, it causes him distress; so kill it wherever you find it.’ 

[764] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-KUM FI ’l-ARDI 
MUSTAQARRUN 


[t]: first opinion 
=»Abu ’l-'Aliya: 

It is the same as His words: «Who assigned to you the earth for a 
place of repose.* (2: 22) [765] 
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=>A 1 -Rabr : 

It is the same as His words: « r It is God Who 1 made for you the 
earth a fixed place* (40: 64). [766] 

second opinion: Others said that the meaning of this was ‘and 
for you, on earth, is a fixed place in the graves.’ 

(••) 

=>Ismail al-Suddl, from someone who heard Ibn ‘Abbas say about 
r this passage 1 : 

r It means: in 1 the grave. [768] 

(••) 

TABARI’S opinion: In the speech of the Arabs mustaqarr is the 
place of abode. Since this is the case, whenever a being settles down 
somewhere on the earth, that place on earth is his mustaqarr. So God 
meant by this that they had r been given 1 a place of abode and dwelling 
on earth in exchange for their place of abode in the Garden and 
Heaven. It is the same with His saying «and enjoyment (mata)», by 
which He meant that they had enjoyment here in exchange for what 
they had enjoyed in the Garden. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA -MA TA *UN ILA HININ 
[t] FIRST OPINION 

=► Al-SuddT: 

He means ‘being brought through to death’. [770] 

=>Isma H al-Suddl, from someone who heard Ibn ‘Abbas say about 
r this passage 1 ; 

r This means 1 ‘life’. [771, the completion of 761 and 767] 

second opinion: Others said He means . . . ‘till the Rising of 
the Hour’. 

=>Mujahid: 

r It means: 1 Till the Day of the Resurrection, till the end of this 
world. [772] 

THIRD opinion: Others said that «for a time* means ‘till an 
appointed time’ [=>Al-RabT‘ b. Anas, 773]. 
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Tabari’s opinion: In the speech of the Arabs mata means 
anything which is enjoyed: sustenance, material prosperity, ornament, 
sensual pleasure, or anything else. Since this is so, and since God has 
made the life of every living thing an enjoyment for it for the duration 
of its life, since He has made the earth a thing to be enjoyed by man for 
the duration of his fife, in his dwelling there, in his being nourished by 
the food and fruit which God has brought forth from it, in his taking 
pleasure in delights which God has created there, since He has made it, 
after his death, a receptacle for his corpse, a home and resting place for 
his body, and since the name mata* comprises all these ’’meanings 1 , then 
the preferable interpretation of this verse is that it . . . has a general 
meaning r of enjoyment 1 as long as the children of Adam and the 
children of Iblls enjoy it, which is up to r the time when 1 the earth will 
be changed into something else. r The general meaning is the correct 
one 1 since God does not provide an indication, either in the intellect or 
in a report, pointing to His intending only some « enjoyment for a 
time*, making it particular and not general. 

If ‘On earth, you will have homes and dwellings in which to set up 
your abode — which was in the heavens and in the Gardens — , and you 
will find enjoyment in that, and in what I have brought forth from it 
for you, and in the sustenance, the material prosperity, the ornament, 
and the sensual pleasures which I have placed there for you, and in what 
I have given you, on the surface of r the earth 1 for the duration of your 
fives, and after your death in the graves and tombs in which you will be 
buried; and you will continue in your enjoyment of it until I give you 
something else in exchange for it.’ 

1 The falh and the sidr, two of the most thorny shrubs. 
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fa-talaqqa Adamu min rabbi-hi kalimdtin fa-tdba ‘alay-hi inna-hu 
huwa ’l-tauwabu ’ l-rahlmu * qulna ’hbitu min-hd jamian fa-im-md 
yatiyanna-kum min-ni hudan fa-man tabia hudd-ya fa-ld khaufun 
r alay-him wa-la hum yahzanuna 

Then Adam received ‘‘certain' 1 words from His Lord, and He 
turned towards him; truly He turns and is All-compassionate. * We 
said: ‘Get down out of it, all together; yet if guidance comes to 
you from Me, then whoever follows My guidance, no fear shall 
come upon them, neither shall they sorrow.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-TALAQQA ADAMU MIN RABBI-HI 

KALAMA TIN 

It is said that the interpretation of « fa-talaqqa Adam* is that he took and 
accepted. It is r the V 1 form of laqiya (=to meet)' 1 , as when someone 
receives another, meeting him when he arrives from an absence or a 
journey, and thus it is in His words «fa-talaqqa» , as if he received 
something, and accepted it, when it was revealed to him or he was 
informed of it. 

1 God presented Adam with words of repentance, and Adam 
received them from his Lord and took them from Him penitently. 
Then God turned to him because of his saying these words, and his 
acceptance of them from his Lord. 

=^Ibn Zaid: 

r God n presented the two of them with this verse: « ‘Our Lord, we 
have wronged ourselves, and if You do not forgive us, and have 
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mercy on us, we shall surely be among the lost.’* (7: 23) [774. See 
also =*A 1 -Hasan al-Basrl, part of 778; =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas, part 
of 779] 

§ Tabari rejects an alternative reading which has ‘words’ as the subject and 
‘Adam’ as the object. He says that this inversion may be permissible from a 
linguistic point of view, for the verb talaqqa is symmetric, but all the reciters 
and interpreters agree that Adam is the agent. 

[t]: « words »: first opinion 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«Then Adam received r certain n words from his Lord, and He 
turned towards him». r Adam 1 said: ‘O Lord, did You not create 
me with Your own hand?’ r God 1 said: ‘Yes.’ He said: ‘O Lord, did 
You not breathe of Your spirit into me?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ He said: 

‘O Lord, did You not give me an abode in Your Garden?’ He said: 
‘Yes.* He said: ‘O Lord, does Your mercy not precede Your 
wrath? He said: ‘Yes.’ He said: ‘What is Your judgement if I 
repent and reform, shall You return me to the Garden?’ He said: 
‘Yes.’ (...) This is r the meaning oP His words «Then Adam 
received ‘certain 1 words from his Lord ». [775, 776. See also 
=>A 1 -Suddl, 780, with the addition at the end: God said: 

M Thereafter his Lord chose him, and turned again unto him, and 
He guided him. » (20: 122)! 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Adam said to his Lord when he had disobeyed Him: ‘O Lord, 
what is Your judgement if I repent and reform?’ And his Lord said 
to him: ‘Surely I shall return you to the Garden.’ [777. See also 
=>A 1 -Hasan al-Ba$ri, part of 778; =>Al-RabT* b. Anas, part of 
7791 

SECOND OPINION 

=>*Abd al-AzIz b. Rufai*, from someone who heard ‘Ubaid b. 
'Umair say: 

Adam said: O Lord, is the error which I have committed 
something which You foreordained for me before You created 
me? Or is it something which I newly produced from myself?’ He 
said: Yes, it is something which I foreordained for you before I 
created you.’ He said: ‘As You have foreordained it for me, 



264 


Sura 2, verses 37—8 


Sura 2, verses 37—8 


265 


forgive me for it. (...) This is r the meaning of" 1 what God said: 
«Then Adam received 'certain 1 words from his Lord*. [781-5] 

THIRD OPINION 

=>*Abd al-Rahman b. YazTd b. Mu'awiya: 

He said «Then Adam received ''certain 1 words from his Lord*; 
Adam said: ‘O my God, there is no god but You; glory be to You, 
with praise to You, I seek Your forgiveness, and turn to You in 
repentance. Turn towards me; truly You turn and are the 
All-compassionate.’ [786] 

=>Mujahid: 

fAdam 1 said: « Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves, and if You 
do not forgive us, and have mercy on us, . . .’* till he had finished it 
(7: 23). [787, and 789. See also =>Qatada, 791; =>Ibn Zaid, 792] 

=>Ibn AbT Najlh, that Mujahid used to say: 

The words ‘‘were 1 : ‘O my God, there is no god but You; glory be 
to You, with praise to You. My Lord, I have wronged myself, so 
forgive me; You are the best of forgivers. O my God, there is no 
god but You; glory be to You, with praise to You. My Lord, I 
have wronged myself, so have mercy on me; You are the best of 
the merciful. O my God, there is no god but You; glory be to 
You, with praise to You. Lord, I have wronged myself, so turn to 
me; truly You turn and are the All-merciful.’ [788] 

=>Mujahid: 

«Then Adam received ''certain 1 words from his Lord*; he said: ‘O 
my Lord, would You turn to me if I repented?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ So 
Adam repented, and his Lord turned towards him. [790] 

TABArT’sopinion: Although the opinions we have narrated from those 
we have narrated them from are variously phrased, their meanings 
agree in that God presented Adam with 'certain 1 words, and Adam 
received them from his Lord, accepted them, and acted upon them. By 
saying them and acting upon them, he turned towards his God in 
repentance for his error, acknowledging his sin, renouncing his error 
before his Lord, regretting what he had previously done against His 
command. Then God turned to him because he accepted the words 
which he had received from Him, and regretted his previous sin. 


What the Book of God indicates is that the words which Adam 
received from his Lord were the words which God stated that he had 
spoken, thereby repenting before his Lord, acknowledging his sin, and 
that they were His words: « ‘Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves, and 
if You do not forgive us, and have mercy on us, we shall surely be 
among the lost.’* Nothing said by those who disagree with what we 
have said here, of the opinions we have related, is refuted, but they are 
opinions which are not supported by any incontrovertible proof 
allowing us to attribute them to Adam and r to say 1 that they are what 
he received from his Lord when he repented to Him of his sin. 

By this statement from God about Adam, about his saying r the 
words 1 He had presented to him, and that he said them repenting to 
Him of his error. He lets all those addressed by His Book know how to 
repent to Him of their sins. He advises those He addresses with His 
words «How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead and He 
gave you life* (2: 28), of the place of repentance for the unbelief in God 
that they are upon, and that their salvation from the errancy they 
persist in is as the salvation of their forefather Adam from his error, 
while He 'also 1 reminds them of the blessings which came before to 
them by which He singled out their forefather, Adam, and others 
among their forefathers. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-TABA 'ALA Y-HI 

«He turned towards him*, i.e., towards Adam . . ., which means that 
He bestowed repentance for his error on him. Repentance means 
‘turning to God’, returning to obedience to Him from disobedience to 
Him which He abhors. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF INNA-HU HUWA ’l-TAJJWABU 
’L-RAHIM* QULNA ’HBITU MIN-HA JA Ml' A N 

« r T 1 ruly He turns, and is All-compassionate* means that God truly 
turns to whomsoever of His sinning servants repents of his sins before 
Him, and that He withdraws His punishment in exchange for his 
returning to obedience to Him after disobeying Him through his 
previous sins. . . . 

« All-compassionate » means that He bestows mercy on him at his 
repentance. His mercy towards him is the annulment of his slip and His 
remitting the punishment for his offence. 
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We have already given the interpretation of His words «Get down 
out of it, all together)), 1 and there is no need for us to repeat it, since the 
meaning here is the same as the meaning there. 

=>Abu Salih: 

r «Get down out of it, all together* refers to 1 Adam, Eve, the 

serpent, and IbEs. [793 ] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-IM-MA YA’TIYANNA-KUM 

The interpretation of « fa-im-ma ya’tiyanna-kum * is ‘Yet if there comes to 
you’. The ma which is joined to in r , and causes it to change phonetically 
to -im-, 1 strengthens the utterance, and because it joins with in, there is a 
doubled nun (-nn-) in r the verb" 1 «ya’tiyanna-kum» r which is the ending 
for the energetic mood 1 . 

§ A Basran grammarian maintained that the ma here was a negative particle, 
and that the - nn - was optional, drawing an analogy with a common 
expression. Other language experts, however, denied the soundness of this 
analogy. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF MIN-NI HUD AN 
FA-MAN TABI’A HUDA-YA FA -LA KHAUFUN * ALA Y-HIM 
WA -LA HUM YAHZANUNA 

In this place, huda is ‘clear discourse (bay an)' and ‘right direction’. 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

The guidance is the prophets, the messengers, and the clear 

discourse. [794] 

If what Abu ’l-Aliya said about this is correct, then, even though 
«‘Get down . . .’» is addressed to Adam and his wife, it is Adam, his 
wife, and their offspring who are necessarily intended 

However, we said that this is necessary on the basis of the 
interpretation which we quoted from Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, because Adam was 
the prophet and the Messenger of God for his children during his 
lifetime after he was sent down to earth. It is not possible, then, he 
being the Messenger, that by « yet if there comes to you guidance from 
Me*, addressed to him and his wife, is meant . . . ‘prophets and 
Messengers’, except according to the interpretation I have described. 

Even if what Abu ’ 1 - Aliya said is a possible aspect of the 
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interpretation of the verse, in my view the nearest interpretation to the 
truth, the closest to the ostensive reading, is the following: 

If ‘Yet if there comes to you, O community of those who were 
caused to fall down to earth from My heaven’ — and that is Adam, his 
wife, and IbEs, as we have mentioned before in the interpretation of the 
previous verse — ‘Yet if there comes to you from Me a clear exposition 
of My command and of obedience to Me, a right direction to My way 
and My religion, then whoever of you follows it, no fear will come to 
them, nor will they sorrow, even if there occurred before that on their 
part an act of disobedience towards Me and a contravention of My 
command and of obedience to Me.’ 

God thereby lets them know that He turns to those who repent of their 
sins before Him, and that He is All-merciful to whoever turns to Him, 
as He has Himself said with His words « truly He turns, and is 
All-compassionate. » 

This is because r these words 1 are ostensively addressed to those to 
whom God said « ‘Get down out of it’ », and these are those whom we 
named in the authoritative statements of the Companions and 
Followers whose narrations we previously quoted. And although God 
was addressing those who were then caused to fall from heaven to 
earth, it is the same custom which God has with all His creatures. He 
lets this be known to those whom He has mentioned at the beginning 
of this sura by His reference to them in His words «As for the 
unbelievers, alike it is to them whether you have warned them or have 
not warned them, they do not believe* (2: 6) and in His words «And 
some men there are who say: ‘We believe in God and the Last Day’; but 
they are not believers* (2:8). r And he informs them 1 that, if they repent 
before Him, return to Him, and follow the clear exposition which has 
come to them from God on the tongue of His Messenger, Muham- 
mad, they will be with Him in the Hereafter among those upon whom 
no fear shall come and who shall not sorrow, but that, if they perish in 
their unbelief and errancy before turning and repenting, they shall be 
among the people of the Fire, abiding therein forever. 

^ « r T 1 hen whoever follows My guidance* — whoever follows My 
clear exposition [=>Abu ’l-Aliya, 795] which I have given on the 
tongue of My Messenger, or with My Messengers — «no fear shall come 
upon them » — in the terrors of the Resurrection they will be safe from 
God’s chastisement, not fearing His punishment, for they obeyed God 
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in this world, and followed His command, guidance, and way— ; 
« neither shall they sorrow* — on that day for what they have left behind 
in this world after their deaths. 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

There is no fear for you ahead of you. [796] 

■Hiere is no greater Tear^ in the breast of him who dies than what comes 
after death. Godi reassured them of this, and consoled them about this 
world when He said « neither shall they sorrow. » 

1 See Exeg. 2: 36. 
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wa-'lladhma kafaru wa-kadhdhabu bi-aydti-nd uld’ika ashabu ’1-nari 
hum ff-ha khaliduna 

As for the unbelievers who cry lies to Our signs, those shall be the 
inhabitants of the Fire, dwelling therein for ever. 


% Those who deny My signs and give My Messengers the lie— the 
signs of God are His proofs and indicants of His oneness and lordship, 
and the indications and evidence which the Messengers have brought of 
this and of their truthfulness in what they impart from their 
Lord 1 — they and none other shall inhabit r the Fire 1 , and shall dwell 
there forever, till the end of time. 

=>Abu Sa‘Td al-Khudri: 

As for the people of the Fire, they do not die in it, nor do they live; 
they are a people whom the Fire strikes on account of theHr 1 errors 
and sins. It causes them to die a death until, when they become 
charcoal, they are allowed intercession r by the Messenger 1 . [797] 
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ya-bam Isra’Tla ’dhkuru ni'mati-ya ’llati anamtu 'alay-kum wa-aufu 
bi-'ahd-T uf\ bi-'ahdi-kum wa-Tya-ya fa-’rhabiini 


Children of Israel, remember My blessing wherewith I blessed 
you, and fulfil My covenant and I shall fulfil your covenant; and 

hold me in awe. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF Y A-B A NI ISRA * ILA 

By His words «Children of Israel*, He means the progeny ofjacob, the 
son of Isaac, the son of Abraham, the Friend ( khalTl ) of the All-merciful. 
Jacob was called Israel ( IsrdTl ), meaning ‘servant of God’ and ‘His 
chosen one among His creatures. II means ‘God’, and isra means 
‘servant’, as in Jibril, which means ‘servant of God’. 

=^‘Abd Allah b. al-Harith: 

Tl means ‘God’ in Hebrew. [799. See also =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 798] 

God ’’hereby" 1 . . . addressed the Jewish rabbis among the Children of 
Israel, who lived around the abode of emigration of the Messenger 
of God r , Medina 1 . He names them by the lineage of Jacob, just as He 
named the offspring of Adam by his lineage when He said: « Children of 
Adam, take your adornment at every place of worship* (7: 3 1), and the 
like. Although what He had sent down about them and others in the 
first part of this sura had preceded •this 1 . He specifically told them, in 
this verse and in those which follow in which He recalled His blessing 
to them, that the proofs and signs/ verses He advanced, in which were 
the reports about their ancestors and forebears and the narratives about 
things of which they in particular, but none of the other communities, 
had knowledge, were things which no one else knew to be correct and 
true as they did, except those who had obtained knowledge about it 
from them. By the fact that Muhammad had come to know r these 
things 1 , despite the remoteness of his community and tribe from 
knowledge of them, and despite the fact that Muhammad had not 
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studied* the Books in which these things were reported, He let them 
know that Muhammad could only have arrived at knowledge of them 
by a revelation from God, and by His sending this down to him, 
because they knew the correctness of this ''knowledge 1 through a means 
which was not available to other communities. This is why He 
specifically addressed them with His words « Children of Israel*. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r It means: 1 ‘People of scripture’, 'addressed 1 to the rabbis among 
the Jews. [800] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF UDHKURU Nl'MATI-YA * LLATI 
AN'AMTU ‘ALA Y-KUM 

The blessing wherewith He blessed the Children of Israel was His 
choosing the Messengers from them, sending down His Books to them, 
and saving them from the tribulation and harm r caused by 1 Pharaoh 
and his people until He made room for them in the land, and caused 
springs to gush forth from the rock, and gave them manna and quails to 
eat [=>Mujahid, 803]. Then He commanded their descendants to 
remember what had come to their forefathers from Him before, not to 
forget what He had done for their ancestors and forefathers, lest the 
retribution which befell those of them who forgot His blessings and 
were ungrateful for them, and denied what He had done for them, 
befall them. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« r R 1 emember My blessing wherewith I blessed you*, i.e., ‘the 
benefits I ''bestowed 1 upon you and your forefathers’, wherewith 
He saved them from Pharaoh and his people. [801, continuation 
of 800] 

=>Abu ’l-Aliya: 

r « Remember My blessing*, i.e., 1 His blessing in making prophets 
and Messengers from them, and sending them scriptures. [802] 

(••) 

God’s reminder to them of His blessings in this verse on the tongue 
of His Messenger is similar to Moses’ reminder to their ancestors about 

* Understanding qillat muzawalat Muhammad as a negation. See Sh. & Sh., I, 554, n. i . 


His covenant, which God reported that he had reminded them r of 1 
when he said: «And when Moses said to his people: ‘O my people, 
remember God s blessing upon you, when He appointed among you 
prophets, and appointed you kings, and gave you such as He had not 
given to any being.’* (5: 20) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF W A -A UFU BI-’AHD-I 
Ofi BI-'A HDI-K UM 

We have previously explained the meaning of 'ahd in this book of ours, 
as well as the disagreements among those who differed about its 
interpretation and what we considered to be the correct opinion. 1 It is, 
in this place, the covenant and ordinance (waslya) of God, which He 
imposed upon the Children of Israel in the Torah, to announce to the 
people that Muhammad is His Messenger, that they would find 
written down with them in the Torah that he is the prophet of God, 
and that they should believe in him and in what he brought from God. 

If « r A 1 nd I shall fulfil your covenant* — His covenant with them that 
if they acted r in accordance with the above covenant 1 He would cause 
them to enter the Garden 2 [=>Ibn Juraij, 808, with reference to 5:12]. 

(...) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A 1 nd fulfil My covenant* which I imposed ‘on your necks’ for 
Muhammad when he came, «and I shall fulfil your covenant*, i.e., 
fulfil for you what I promised you for attesting his truth and 
obeying him, by relieving 'you 1 of the loads and fetters which 
were upon your necks 3 for your sins which you had committed. 
[805, continuation of 800, 801] 

(••) 

=^Ibn Zaid: 

This means: 1 Fulfil My command and I shall fulfil what I 
promised you. (...) «God has bought from the believers their 
selves and their possessions against the gift of the Garden; r they 
fight in the way of God; they kill, and are killed; that is a promise 
binding upon God in the Torah, and the Evangel, and the 
Qur’an; 1 and who fulfils his covenant truer than God?* (9: in) 
This is His covenant to which He committed them. [810] 
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Sura 2, verse 40 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IYA-YA FA-’RHABUNI 

Fear Me and beware, O Children of Israel who neglect My 
covenant and give the lie to My Messenger concerning whom I made 
compact with you in the Books which I sent down to My prophets that 
you should believe in him and obey him, lest My punishment, which I 
brought down on those of your ancestors who opposed My command 
and gave the lie to My prophets, be made to befall you if you do not 
turn to Me and repent by following him and averring what I sent down 
to him. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A 1 nd hold Me in awe*, lest I send down to you the retribution, 
which you know about — the transformation 4 and other r signs of 
wrath 1 — which I sent down to your forefathers who were before 
you. [8 1 1 , continuation of 800, 801, 805] 

=>Abu ’I- 'Aliya: 

He means ‘fear r Me 1 F [812; see also =>al-SuddI, 813] 

1 See Exeg. 2: 27, pp. 186-9. 

2 See j: 12 and 7: 156-^7. 

3 See 7: 157. 

4 See 2: 65 and 5: 60. 
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wa-aminu bi-ma anzaltu musaddiqan li-ma maa-kum wa-ld takiinu 
awwala kafirin bi-hi wa-ld tashtaru bi-ay at-f thamanan qalilan 
wa-tya-ya fa-’ttaquni 

And believe in that which I have sent down in confirmation of 
what is with you, and be not the first to disbelieve in it. And sell 
not My signs for a little price; and fear Me. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-AMINU BI-MA ANZALTU 
M USADDIQA N LI-MA MA ’A -K UM 

« r B 1 ELiEVE in» — attest the truth of 1 — «that which I have sent 
down» — the Qur’an which He sent down to Muhammad — «in 
confirmation of what is with you» — r for 1 the Qur’an confirms the 
Torah which the Jews of the Children of Israel have with them; He 
commands them to attest the truth of the Qur’an, and He tells them 
that if they attest the truth of the Qur’an they attest the truth of the 
Torah, because the command to aver the prophethood of Muham- 
mad, to attest his truthfulness and to obey him, which is in the Qur’an, 
is paralleled by the Hsimilar command 1 in the Torah and the Evangel, 
because 1 if they attest the truth of what was sent down to Muhammad, 
they attest the truth of the Torah which is with them; but if they give 
the lie to it, they give the lie to the Torah which is with them. 

« r Pn confirmation ( musaddiqan ) » is a phrase describing the state of 
the omitted pronoun (- hu ) referring back to ‘In 1 that •’which 1 ’ 
( r ii- 1 md). The meaning of the passage is: ‘Believe in that which I sent 
down in confirmation of what is with you, O Jews.’ And what is with 
them is the Torah and the Evangel. 

=>Abu ’l-‘Aliya: 

« And believe in that which I sent down in confirmation of what is 
with you*. He means: ‘O community of the people of scripture, 
believe in that which I sent down to Muhammad in confirmation 
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Sura 2, verse 41 

of what is with you.’ He means: because they find Muhammad 
written down in the Torah and the Evangel. [816. See also 
=>Mujahid, 814-5] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA TAKUNU 
AW W ALA KAFIRIN BI-HI 

§ The verb « be not* is in the plural, while, in the complement, the word « kafir 
( = disbeliever)* is in the singular. Tabari says that such a construction is 
permissible when the word in the singular is derived from a verb, because it 
then replaces a clause consisting of the pronoun man ( = r he/they"> who) and the 
verb. Man governs a singular form of the verb, although it may represent one, 
two, or more individuals, and behaves, in this respect, like a collective noun. 
The meaning of this verse is thus equivalent to: ‘and be not (pi.) the first of 
those who (man) disbelieve ( yakfuru sing.).’ 

If O community of the rabbis of the people of scripture, attest the 
truth of the Qur’an I have sent down to My Messenger, Muhammad, 
which confirms your scripture and the Torah and the Evangel which is 
with you, in which it was covenanted to you that he is My Messenger, 
My prophet, delegated with the truth; and be not the first of your 
people to give it the lie and to deny that it is from Me, since with you is 
the knowledge of it which no others have. 

[t]: « it »: first opinion: Their disbelief in it is their denying that it 
is from God, and the pronoun «it» refers back to «that which* in His 
words « And believe in that which I sent down ». 

=>IbnJuraij: 

r « r A n nd be not the first to disbelieve in it*: 1 in the Qur’an. [817] 
SECOND OPINION 

=>Abu ’l-Aliya: 

« r A n nd be not the first to disbelieve in him*: He means ‘Be not the 
first of those who disbelieved in Muhammad.’ [818] 

third opinion: And one of r the interpreters 1 said « r A n nd be 
not the first to disbelieve in it*, i.e., in your scripture, and his 
interpretation was that when they gave the lie to Muhammad, 
they gave the lie to their scripture, because it contained the 
command to obey Muhammad. 


Sura 2, verse 41 

Tabari s opinion: These two latter opinions are remote from 
the ostensive meaning which the recitation indicates; that is to say, at 
the beginning of this verse God commands those addressed by it to 
believe in what he sent down to Muhammad, and says: « And believe in 
that which I sent down in confirmation of what is with you ». It is clear 
that what God sent down in the time of Muhammad was the Qur’an, 
and not Muhammad, because Muhammad was a Messenger sent, not 
a Message sent down: the thing sent down was the Book. Then He 
forbids them to be the first of those who disbelieve in that in which He 
commanded them to believe in the beginning of the verse. There is no 
ostensive mention of Muljammad in this verse, such that there could 
be an indirect reference back to him in His words ‘and be not the first to 
disbelieve in him , although it is not impossible in a passage for a name 
which has not received an ostensive mention in the passage to be 
referred to indirectly. 2 

Similarly, there is no sense in the opinion of him who claimed that 
the pronoun « it » refers to « what » in « what is with you », i.e., the previous 
scriptures, because, although this is a possible ostensive meaning of the 
passage r taken out of context 1 , it is remote from what the ostensive 
meaning of the recitation and revelation indicates, because of what we 
have already said, viz. that the thing in which it is commanded to 
believe is the Qur’an. It therefore necessarily follows that the thing in 
which it is forbidden to disbelieve is the very same Qur’an. That that in 
which it is commanded to believe and that in which it is forbidden to 
disbelieve, in a single passage and a single verse, are two different things 
is not the most normal or obvious meaning of the passage. Moreover, 
this is a far-fetched interpretation. 

^■Ibn’Abbas: 

* And believe in that which I have sent down in confirmation of 
what is with you, and be not the first to disbelieve in it*, when you 
possess knowledge of it which others do not possess. [819, 
continuation of 81 1, etc.] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA TASHTARU BI-A YAT-I 
THAMANAN QALILAN 

[t]: FIRST OPINION 
=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

«And sell not My signs for a little price*. He means: ‘Do not take 
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remuneration for it. ... This was written in their first scripture: 

O children of Adam, teach freely just as you were taught freely.’ 
[820, continuation of 818] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

« And sell not My signs for a little price*. He means: ‘Do not take a 
trifle you covet and hide the name of God.’ This ‘price’ is what 
they covet. [821] 

tabari’s opinion: The interpretation of the verse is thus: ‘Do 
not sell the knowledge I have given you through My Book and its 
verses for a paltry sum and an offer of a little of the goods of this 
world.’ Their selling of it is their failing to inform the people of what 
there is about Muhammad in their Book, and that it is written in it that 
he is the unlettered prophet whom they find written down with them 
in the Torah and the Evangel; and the « little price* is the pleasure they 
take in leading the people of their community and religion who follow 
them, and the recompense they take from whomsoever they explain 
these things to, for whatever they explain to him. 

§ The verb ishtard properly means ‘to buy’, but Tabari explains that whoever 
‘buys’ a small price for the signs of God, ‘sells’ the signs for the price, and that 
there is a reciprocal relationship between ‘buying’ and ‘selling’ which permits 
tashtaru to be interpreted as ‘sell’. 

The meaning of this is as Abu ’ 1 -Aliya interpreted it: ‘Explain about 
Muhammad to the people, but do not seek any remuneration from 
them for it.’ Here His prohibition on taking a recompense for 
explaining this is a prohibition on selling His signs for a little price. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IYA-YA FA-’TTAQUNI 

If Fear Me when you sell My signs for a paltry sum, and purchase a 
little of the goods r of this world 1 2 for them, and when you disbelieve in 
what I have sent down to My Messenger, and deny the prophethood of 
My prophet, lest I send down upon you the examplary punishment and 
retribution which I sent down on your ancestors who travelled along 
your path. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 3, p. 95. 

2 Ibn Kathlr (I, 1 50) thought that, since the two opinions, viz. that the pronoun referred to the 


Qur an, and that it referred to Muhammad, both entailed each other, and that to deny one was to 
deny the other, both of them were true. The editor of the Arabic text of Tabari points out that, 
although this may be true when the text is analysed and reflected upon, and may therefore be 
intellectually and religiously valid, Tabari wished to restrict what the words and pronouns in the 
verse referred to, their ostensive and direct referents, in order to distinguish clearly between the 
various meanings. (Sh. & Sh., I, 564, n. 2.) 


2:42 


wa-la talbisu ’l-haqqa bi-’l-batili wa-taktumu ’ l-haqqa wa-antum 

ta'lamuna 


And do not confound the truth with falsehood, and do not 
conceal the truth wittingly. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA TALBISU ’L-HAQQA 

bi-’l-batili 

By His words « wa-la talbisu » He means ‘do not mix’ 

§ Ibn Abbas interprets the same verb labasa in 6: 9 as having the same 
meaning. 

<-)* 

question: How can they confound the truth with falsehood when 
they are unbelievers? What truth can be with them when they 
disbelieve in God? 

reply: Among them there were their hypocrites who declared that 
they believed in the truth of Muhammad while secretly they 
disbelieved in him. Most of them used to say: ‘Muhammad is a 
delegated prophet, but he was delegated to others, not to us.’ So the 
confounding of truth and falsity by the hypocrites among them was 
their declaring the truth with their tongues, and publicly averring the 
truth of Muhammad and what he had brought, while mixing this 
declaration of the truth with what they secretly •"believed 1 . Their 
averring that he had been sent to others while denying he had been sent 
to them, was a confounding of . . . the truth with falsehood, for God 
sent him to all creatures without exception 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r This means: 1 Do not mix saying what is true with saying what is 
false. [823] 

=>Abu * 1 - Aliya: 

« And do not confound the truth with falsehood*. He means: Do 
not mix the truth up with falsehood; give sincere advice to the 
servants of God about Muhammad. [824] 

OTHER OPINIONS 

=*Mujahid: 

« And do not confound the truth with falsehood*, H.e 1 Judaism 
and Christianity with Islam. [825] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

The truth is the Torah which God sent down to Moses, and the 
falsehood is what they wrote with their own hands. [826] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-TAKTUMU * L-HAQQA 
WA-ANTUM TA ' LAM UNA 

§ This verse is in two parts: the first part contains the verb « wa-la talbisu *, 
which is a negative imperative expressed by la with the apocopate, and 
everyone is agreed on its recitation and grammatical form; the second part 
contains the verb « taktumu » but without la, and there is disagreement about the 
syntax and hence the meaning of this verb. According to one interpretation, 
this second verb is also in the apocopate and is thus also a negative imperative 
governed by the same la as is the first. According to a second interpretation, 
« taktumu* is in the subjunctive, because it expresses a statement — ‘and you 
conceal the truth . . .’ — ; Tabari shows through an example that when the first 
verb in a double clause is a negative imperative, and the second a statement, 
the second verb goes into the subjunctive, since it is connected semantically 
but not syntactically to the first verb in the apocopate. 

However, the first of the two interpretations which we have said the 
verse can sustain expresses the opinion of Ibn 'Abbas — 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

He said «wa-taktumu ’l-haqq», meaning ‘Do not conceal the truth 
when you know r itV [827; see also 828] 

— while the second aspect expresses the opinion of Abu ’ 1 - Aliya — 
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=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

They kept the delegation of Muhammad concealed. [829. See also 
=>Mujahid, 830, 831] 

As for the interpretation of the truth which they concealed 
wittingly: 

=^>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A 1 nd do not conceal the truth*. He means: Do not conceal the 
knowledge of My Messenger and what he brought which is with 
you, although you find him in what you know from the books 
you have in your own hands. [832] 

(••) 

=s»Mujahid: 

You conceal r the truth about 1 Muhammad wittingly, although 
you find him r written down 1 with you in the Torah and the 
Evangel. [838; see also 834-5; and =>Abu ’l-'Aliya, 837] 

If not confuse the people, O rabbis among the people of 

scripture, concerning Muhammad and what he brought from his 
Lord; for you claim that he was delegated to some kinds of 
communities but not to others, or you are hypocritical about him, 
while you know that he was delegated to all of you and to all 
communities besides you. In this way you mix the truth with 
falsehood, and you thereby conceal the description of him that you find 
in your scripture, that he is My Messenger to all mankind. r You do 
this 1 knowing that he is My Messenger, and that what he brought is 
from Me, and that part of My covenant that I imposed upon you in 
your scripture was faith in him, in what he brought, and the attestation 
of his truthfulness.’ 
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2:43 



wa-aqtmu ’ l-salata wa-atu ’ l-zakata wa-rka'u ma'a ’l-raki'ma 

And perform the prayer, and pay zakat, and bow with those who 

bow. 


It has been mentioned that the Jewish rabbis and hypocrites ordered 
the people to perform the prayer and to give zakat, while they did not 
do these things themselves 1 . So God commanded them to perform the 
prayer 1 with the Muslims who attested the truthfulness of Muham- 
mad and what he brought, to pay zakat on their wealth along with 
them, and to submit to His Messenger as they submitted. 

(..) 

The payment of zakat is the contribution of the prescribed alms. 2 
The basic meaning of zakat is the growth of assets, their fructifying and 
increasing. Thus it is said: ‘ Zaka ’l-zar' ( = the seed)’, when what God 
brought forth from it multiplied; ‘Zakati '/ nafaqa ( = the cost)’, when it 
went up; one says of a single number zaka when it doubles and 
becomes even.J 

Zakat, which is assets which come from assets, is so called, because, 
by extracting it from what it is extracted from, God fructifies the assets 
remaining to their owner. It is also possible that it is called zakat because 
it purifies ( tathTr ) the assets remaining to the man, and clears them from 
containing anything wrongly acquired by those who share in them. 
•"This latter meaning 1 is similar to r the meaning of 1 what r God 1 said 
when He gave information about His prophet, Moses: « ‘What, have 

you killed an innocent ( zakiy ) soul . . .?’», i.e., ‘one free of sin, pure’ 

I find this aspect more attractive than the first, as regards the 
interpretation of the zakat on wealth, although the first is acceptable as 
its interpretation. 

As for the interpretation of bowing (ruku'), it is submission to God 
with ^ue 1 obedience. . . .| 

This is a command from God, to the rabbis among the Children of 
Israel and their hypocrites who have been mentioned, to turn to Him 
and repent, to perform the prayer, to pay zakat, to enter into Islam 


Sura 2, verses 43 and 44 


281 


with the Muslims, to submit to Him in obedience. And He thereby 
prohibits them from keeping concealed what they know about the 
prophethood of Muhammad, after his proofs were manifested to 
them — as we have previously described in our book — and after 
admonishing and warning them and recalling to them His blessings on 
them and on their ancestors, thereby acting compassionately towards 
them, and going far in granting forgiveness. 

1 For a description of the ritual prayer (salat), see Exeg. 2: 3, p. 99 and n. 4. 

2 For zakat see also Exeg. 2: 3, pp. 99-100 and n. 5. 
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ata muriina l-nasa bi-’l-birri wa-tansauna anfusa-kum wa-antum 
tatliina ’l-kitaba a-Ja-la ta'qiluna 

Will you bid the people to piety and forget yourselves, while you 
recite the scripture? Do you not understand? 


THE INTERPRETATION OF ATA’MURUNA ’l-NASA BI-’l-BIRRI 
WA-TANSA UNA ANFUSA-KUM 

[t]: « birr »: There is a consensus among all r the interpreters 1 that all 
obedience to God is called birr r , but there is disagreement as to its 
precise meaning 1 . 

FIRST OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Will you bid the people to piety and forget yourselves, while you 
recite the scripture? Do you not understand? » That is to say: ‘You 
forbid the people to disbelieve in the prophecy and the covenant 
from the Torah which is with you, while you desist yourselves, i.e., 
while you disbelieve in My covenant imposed 1 on you about 
attesting the truthfulness of My Messenger which is in it, while you 
violate My pact, and deny what you know from My Book.’ [840] 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« Will you bid the people to piety? » He means: ‘Will you bid the 
people to enter into the religion of Muhammad, and into other 
things like the prayer which you were commanded to perform, 
and forget yourselves?’ [841] 

SECOND OPINION 

(••) 

=>Qatada: 

The Children of Israel used to bid the people to obey God, to fear 

Him, and to piety, while they did the opposite; so God upbraided 
them. [843] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

The people of scripture and the hypocrites used to bid the people 
to fast and pray, but they did not do what they bid the people to 
do, so God upbraided them. Whoever bids to good should be the 
most prompt person to do it. [844] 

THIRD OPINION 
=>Ibn Zaid: 

These are the Jews. When men came to ask them about that in 
which there was no legal claim, no bribe, nothing Hike that 1 , they 
bid them to the truth. So God said r this verse 1 ... to them. [845] 

(••) 

Tabari’s opinion: The meanings of all the opinions of those 
whose opinions we have quoted about the interpretation of this verse 
are approximately the same, because, although they differ in the way 
they describe the birr to which the group whom God described . . . bid 
others, they approximate each other in r what they say 1 about r the 
group’s 1 bidding people to say and do what is pleasing to God, and 
acting contrary to what they bid them to do. 

The interpretation whose correctness the ostensive meaning of the 
recitation points to is: ‘Will you bid the people to obey God and leave 
yourselves to disobey Him? ^^hy do you not bid •yourselves 1 to the 
obedience to your Lord to which you bid the people?’ He rebukes them 
by this, and denounces the ignominy of what they perpetrate. 
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The meaning of « and forget yourselves » is similar to the forgetting 
in «they have forgotten God, and He has forgotten them* (9: 67), 
meaning they have abandoned obedience to God, and He has left them 
out of His reward. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANTUM TATLUNA ’L-KITABA 
By «tatluna» He means ‘study’ and ‘recite’. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r While you recite the Book*. He means by this: ‘ r While 1 you 

study the scripture.’ And by ‘the scripture’ He means the Torah. 

[ 847 ] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF A-FA-LA TA'QIL UNA 

If Do you not understand the evil of the disobedience to your Lord 
which you perpetrate, bidding people to do the opposite, forbidding 
them to act disobediently while doing so yourselves; and yet you know 
that the rights 1 of God and the obedience to Him which are ^imposed 1 
upon you, as well as the •obligation 1 to follow Muhammad and have 
faith in him and in what he brought, are the same as what is ^imposed 1 
on those you bid to obedience to Him. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«Do you not understand?* He means: ‘Do you not comprehend?’ 

He forbids them to behave in this evil way. [848] 
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wa-’sta'mu bi-’l-sabri wa-’l-salati wa-inna-ha la-kabTratun ilia 'ala 

’l-khashi'ina 


Seek help in patience and prayer; but it is an arduous matter, save 

for the humble, 


THE INTERPRETATION OF W A - ’STA 'INU BI- ’l-$A BRI 

wa-’l-salati 

If I N fulfilling My covenant which you covenanted with Me in 
your scripture: to obey Me and follow My command; to give up the 
leadership and love of this world, of which you are r so 1 fond, for the 
submission to My command and compliance with My Messenger, 
Muhammad, which you dislike, seek help in being patient towards it 
and in prayer. 

It has been said that the meaning of sabr ( = patience) in this place is 
saum ( = abstention, also = fasting), which is one of the meanings of 
sabr. According to us, the interpretation given by those who interpret 
thus is: God commands them to be patient with regard to all the r forms 
of 1 obedience to God which they themselves dislike, and to abandon 
disobedience to Him. 

The basic meaning of sabr is ‘to restrain the soul from what it loves’, 
‘to curb it from its desires’, and that is why someone who is patient in 
affliction is called sabir , because he curbs his soul from anguish. It is also 
why the month of Ramadan is called the month of sabr, because it 
restrains (sabr) the faster from eating and drinking during the 
day-time. Its restraining them from this means its holding them back 
and curbing them from it. Similarly one restrains 1 a man who has 
committed an evil r whose penalty 1 is execution 1 ", meaning that 1 one 
imprisons him for it until one has executed him: one says ‘So-and-so 
executed so-and-so in custody (sabr an )' , meaning thereby that he kept 
him in custody until he executed him; the person executed is called the 
masbitr, and the executioner the sabir. 


As for salat, we have already mentioned its meaning. 2 

question: We understand what is meant by the command to seek 
help from patience in fulfilling the covenant and keeping up obedience 
r to God 1 , but what is the meaning of seeking help from prayer in being 
obedient to God and abandoning disobedience, in stepping down from 
leadership and giving up r the pleasures of 1 this world? 

reply: The prayer contains recitation of the Book of God, whose 
verses summon Tone 1 to reject this world and forsake its comfort. They 
make souls forget the adornment and vanities of r this world 1 , and 
remind r them 1 of the Hereafter and of what God has prepared there for 
those who dwell there. In reflecting upon them, there is, for those who 
obey God, assistance in '"their 1 perseverance. . . . 

=>Hudhaifa r b. al-Yaman 1 : 

Whenever any matter afflicted the Messenger of God, he would 
seek refuge in prayer. [849; see also 850] 

=^ r No chain of transmission 1 : 

The Messenger of God saw Abu Huraira sprawled out on his 
stomach, and said to him: ‘Is your stomach in pain?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ 
He said: ‘Stand up and pray. There is a remedy in prayer.’ [85 1] 

God commanded the rabbis from the Children of Israel whose 
situation He has described to make assistance from patience and prayer 
their refuge in fulfilling God’s covenant which they covenanted with 
Him, just as He commanded His prophet, Muhammad, when He said 
to him: «So be patients, Muhammad, «in the face of what they say, and 
proclaim your Lord’s praise before the rising of the sun, and before its 
setting, and proclaim your Lord’s praise in the watches of the night, and 
at the ends of the day; haply you will be well-pleasing. » (20: 130) He 
commanded him to seek refuge in patience and prayer in his affliction. 

=>*Abd al-Rahman r b. Jaushan 1 : 

Ibn *Abbas was confronted with the news of the death of his 
brother, Qutham, while he was travelling, and he said: r ‘We are 
God’s, and to him we return.’. 1 Then he turned aside from the 
road, dismounted, and prayed two units of prayer (rakatain), in 
which he extended the period of sitting. Then he stood up and 
walked to his mount, and said: « Seek help in patience and prayer; 
but it is an arduous matter, save for the humble ». [852] 
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►Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 


rGocP means: Seek help from patience and prayer in trying to 
please God, and know that these are part of obedience to God. 
[ 853 ] 


=>IbnJuraij: 

r « Seek help in patience and prayer ft; 1 these are helps towards God’s 
mercy. [854] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

The polytheists said: ‘By God, Muhammad, you summon us to 
something arduous!’ He said: ‘To prayer and faith in God, may 
His praise be exalted!’ [855] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-INNA-HA LA -KABIRA TUN 
ILLA ‘ALA * L-KHASHl'lNA 

«It» in «but it is an arduous matter» refers to ‘prayer’. Some of r the 
interpreters 1 said that it refers to Muhammad’s reply r , [855] above 1 , 
but there is no mention of any words of reply to which «it» could be 
made to be an indirect reference, and it is not permissible to abandon 
the understandable ostensive meaning of a passage for an indirect 
meaning for whose correctness there is no indication. 

By «kabira ( = arduous) » He means ‘severe’, ‘weighty ( thaqila )’ 
[=>A 1 -Dahhak, 8s6(i)]. 

By «save for the humble » He means ‘save for those who submit to 
obedience to Him, those who fear [=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 857] His authority, 
those who believe in the truth of His promise {wad) and His threat 
( wa r td)\ 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r S 1 ave for the humble », i.e., those who believe in the truth of 

what God sent down. [856(H)] 

=>Mujahid: 

r This means 1 the true believers. [858, 859] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

Humility Is 1 fear and dread of God. (. . .) « r And you shall see them 

. . 1 humble in submission »; the fear which descended upon them 

had made them submissive, and they were humble before it. [860] 


Sura 2, verses 45 and 46 287 

The basic meaning of khushu' (= humility) is abasement, submissive- 
ness, acquiescence.! 

f ‘O rabbis among the people of scripture, seek help by confining 
yourselves to obedience to God, by renouncing disobedience to God, 
and by performing the prayer, which prevents evil and reprehensible 
deeds, and brings ^ne 1 near to that wherein is God’s pleasure, which is 
oppressive to perform except for those who abase themselves before 
God, acquiesce in obeying to Him, and submit out of fear of Him.’ 

1 Sahara also has the meaning ‘to fetter’. 

2 See Exeg. 2: 3, p. 99 and n. 4. 


2:46 



V a 1 lladhma yazunniina anna-hum mulaqu rahhi-him wa-anna-hum 

ilay-hi raji'una 

who reckon that they shall meet their Lord and that unto Him 

they shall return. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF ALLA DHINA YAZUNNUNA 

question: How can God say of someone to whom He has 
attributed humility of obedience towards Him that he ‘supposes’ that 
he will meet Him? For zann is doubt, and he who doubts about 
meeting God is, according to you, a disbeliever in God. 

reply: The Arabs sometimes use zann to mean ‘certainty’,! and other 
times to mean ‘doubt’, just as they sometimes use sudfa to mean 
‘darkness’, and other times to mean ‘light’, and sometimes use sarikh to 
mean ‘one who helps’, and other times to mean ‘one who seeks help’, 
and so forth with the nouns by which both the thing and its opposite are 
named. The evidential examples from Arabic poems and speech that 
zann can be used to mean ‘certainty’ are too numerous to count . . ., but 
among them are the words of God: «Then the evil-doers will see the 
Fire, and will reckon ( zannii ) that they are about to fall into it» (18: 53). 
The exegetes’ commentary gives the same leaning 1 as we have given. 
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=>Abu ’I-Aliya, concerning this verse: 

Zann here means ‘certainty’. {861. See also =>Al-SuddT, 864] 
=>Mujahid: 

Every zann in the Qur’an means ‘certainty’ . . . . l [862, 863 
(variant: ‘means “knowledge” ’)] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

« r Those 1 who reckon that they shall meet their Lord*, they know 
r for certain" 1 that they shall meet their Lord. It is the same with His 
words: «‘I was certain ( zanantu ) that I should encounter my 
reckoning’* (69: 20), meaning ‘I knew’. [865. See also =>Ibn Zaid, 
866 ] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ANNA-HUM MULAQU RABBI-HIM 

§ The word « rabbi-him * is annexed in the genitive to the nomen agentis 
mulaqun which loses its final nun (-«) in the annexation (idafa), although the 
meaning is that of a verbal sentence requiring an object in the accusative. 
While saying that there is no dispute about the correctness of this usage, even 
when the nomen agentis carries the sense of an incompleted action, either 
future or present, Tabari cites a difference of opinion between Basran and 
Kufan grammarians as to the reason for it. 

If Seek help in fulfilling My covenant from patience towards it and 
prayer, for prayer is an arduous thing except for those who fear My 
punishment and submit to My command, who are certain of meeting 
Me and returning to Me after they die. 

God stated that prayer is arduous except for those who have this 
attribute, because whoever is not certain of the life to come ( maad ) and 
does not believe in the Return and in reward and punishment, finds 
prayer a hardship and a vain effort, for he does not anticipate that by 
performing it he will see any benefit or repel any harm. Anyone who 
has this attribute is apt to find the prayer arduous, and he will find its 
performance a burden and a load, but it will seem light to those who 
believe in the truth of the meeting with God, who hope for His 
abundant reward for it, who fear His painful punishment for neglecting 
it, since they hope that by performing it they will attain, in the life to 
come, what God has promised those r who perform it 1 , and are on their 
guard against what He has threatened for those who neglect it. God 


commanded the rabbis of the Children of Israel whom He addresses by 
this verse to perform r the prayer 1 in expectancy of its reward, if they 
are to be certain of returning to God and meeting Him at the 
Resurrection. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANN A-HUM ILA Y-HI RAJl'UNA 

«They (-hum) * refers to the humble . . ., so the interpretation of the 
passage is: It is arduous except for the humble who are certain that they 
will return to their Lord. 

[t]: ruju /return: first opinion: 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

They are certain that they will return to Him on the Day of the 
Resurrection. [867] 

second opinion: Others said that it means that they will return 
to Him when they die. 

Tabari's opinion: The preferable of these two interpretations of 
the verse is the opinion voiced by Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, because God said in a 
previous verse «How do you disbelieve in God, seeing you were dead 
and He gave you life, then He causes you to die, then He gives you life, 
then unto Him are you returned?* So God stated that they will return 
to Him after He resurrects them and revivifies them from their death; 
and there is no doubt that that will be on the Day of the Resurrection. 
So this is how « and that unto Him they shall return* is to be interpreted. 

1 In this Tradition from Mujahid, among aU the numerous occurrences of zanna and its 
derivatives in the Qur’an, « inn-t zanantu » (69: 20) and « wa-zannu » (7: 171, 9: 118, 10: 22, 12: no, 
28: 39. 4 1: 48. and 59 : 2) are specifically referred to. One can observe a similar ambiguity in the use 
of the English verb ‘to suppose’, which is often used as the translation for zanna. 
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2:47 




yd-bani Isra’tla ’ dhkuru ni’mat-iya * llati ati’amtu ’ alay-kum wa-ann-i 
faddaltu-kum ’ala ’l-’alamina 


Children of Israel, remember My blessing wherewith I blessed 
you, and that I preferred you above all beings; 


THE INTERPRETATION OF YA-BANI ISRA ’ ILA ’DHKURU Nl'MAT-I 
ALLATI AN'AMTU 'ALA Y-KUM 

T his is to be interpreted in this verse as it was previously in « remember 
My blessing wherewith I blessed you, and fulfil My covenant# (2: 40), 
and that interpretation 1 was given there. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANN-I FADDALTU-KUM 
'ALA ’l-'ALAMINA 

This is also one of His reminders to them of His favours and blessings 
towards them. By «and that I preferred you above all beings » He means: 
‘I preferred your ancestors’, and He links His blessings towards their 
forefathers and ancestors with the fact that they are blessings from Him 
to them, since the glories of the fathers are the glories of the sons, and 
the blessings on the fathers are the blessings on the sons, for the sons are 
from the fathers. He gave His words ... a general reference 1 ", i.e., ‘all 
beings’ 1 , but He intended a specific reference, for the meaning is: And I 
preferred you above the world of those among whom, and in whose 
era, you lived. 1 

=>Qatada: 

He preferred them above the world of that time. [868] 

=^-Abu ’ 1 -Aliya: 

r «I preferred you above all beings# 1 by the kingdom, the Messen- 
gers, and the scriptures which I gave you, above the world of those 
who existed at that time; for there is a world for each era. [869] 


(••) 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

I asked Ibn Zaid about God’s words «and that I preferred you 
above all beings#. He said: ‘The world of the people of that time.’ 
And He recited the words of God: «and We chose them, out of a 
knowledge, above all beings# (44: 32). He said: ‘This 'refers 1 to 
those who obeyed Him and followed His command; among them 
were the monkeys, who were the most hateful of His creatures to 
Him. He said to this nation: « You are the best nation ever brought 
forth to men# (3: no). (...) This ‘"refers 1 to those who obey God 
and follow His command and keep away from what He has 
forbidden. [872] 

The proof of the correctness of what we have said about the 
interpretation of this being specific, as we have described it, is: 

•WMu'awiyab. Haida 1 : 

I heard the Messenger of God say: ‘Indeed, you are the completion 
of seventy nations.’ 

Ya'qub b. Ibrahim 1 ", who narrated this Tradition to Tabari , 1 said 
r that the Messenger of God said 1 : ‘You are the last of them.’ 

Al-Hasan b. Yahya r , who also narrated the same Tradition to 
Tabari, 1 said ^that the Messenger of God said 1 : ‘You are the best 
of them and the dearest to God.’ [873] 

This Tradition from the Prophet informs r us that 1 the Children of Israel 
were not preferred above the nation of Muhammad, and that the 
meaning of « and We preferred them above all beings# (45: 16) and «and 
that I preferred you above all beings# is according to the interpretation 
we have explained. 

1 For the interpretation of « *, alarum », see Exeg. 1 : 1 , p. 64. 
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yauman la tajzt nafsun * an nafsin shai’an wa-la yuqbalu 
min-ha shafaatun wa-la yu’khadhu min-ha ‘adlun wa-ld hum 

yunsaruna 


and beware of a day when no soul shall settle anything for 
another, and no intercession shall be accepted for it, nor any 
redemption be taken for it, neither shall they be helped. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’tTAQU YAUMAN LA TAJZI 
NA FSUN ’AN NA FSIN SHA I’AN 

§ Tabari says that a pronoun referring back to «day (yaum ) > has been omitted 
in the second phrase in this passage, but that this is permissible because its 
implied meaning is obvious. However, there is a dispute about exactly where 
this pronoun should be inserted. 

The meaning in r this passage 1 ... is of a warning from God to His 
servants whom He addresses by this verse that His punishment will 
befall them on the Day of the Resurrection, which is the Day on which 
no soul shall settle anything for another, «when no father shall settle 
anything for his son, nor any child for his father. *(31:33)... 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

... As £ot«tajzh, r it means 1 ‘avail ( tughni )’. [874] 

The basic meaning of jaza in the speech of the Arabs is ‘settlement 
(qaday and ‘indemnification ( tafwtd)’. One says: ‘I repaid ( jazaitu ) him 
his loan, the amount r I was 1 indebted to him’; and ‘May God requite 
{jaza) so-and-so with good or bad for me’, meaning: ‘May He reward 
him on my account, and may He repay him on my behalf, what I owe 
him for what he has done for me in the past. ’ 

(...) 

If And beware of a day when no soul shall settle anything for 
another or avail him aught. 
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. . . This means that at the present time anyone of us may settle a 
debt on behalf of his son or his father, or someone who is his friend or 
his kin; however, in the Hereafter, according to what the Traditions 
have informed us, •each 1 person will be happy for any right he has 
against his son or his father to be upheld, for at the Resurrection rights 
Hbetween people 1 will be settled with good and bad deeds. 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘May God have mercy on a servant 
who does wrong against his brother’s honour’ — Abu Kuraib r , 
who was one of the two persons who reported this Tradition to 
Tabari, 1 said in his narration: ‘. . . or property, or dignity’ — ‘and 
who seeks legal absolution from him before it is taken from him at 
a time when there is no dinar or dirham; then, if he has any good 
deeds to his credit, they will take away from his good deeds, but if 
he has no good deeds, they will transfer to him their bad deeds.’ 
[875-7, 879] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘Verily, let none of you die in debt, 
for there is no dinar or dirham there; they will only distribute 
good and bad deeds among themselves there.’ And the Messenger 
of God indicated to the right and to the left with his hand. [878] 

So the meaning of His words « la tajzt nafsun * an nafsin shai’an » is that 
no r souP shall settle anything •as 1 incumbent on it r which appertains 1 to 
another. For the settlement there is through good and bad deeds as we 
have described, and how could someone settle for another person what 
is incumbent on r that other person 1 , when he is pleased that every right 
he r justly claims 1 from his son or his father should be rendered r to him 1 , 
and that it will be taken from him and he will not be absolved? 

§ Tabari rejects as not being in accordance with the ostensive wording of the 
text the opinion of a Basran grammarian that the meaning of this phrase is 
that no soul will take the place of another on that day. Such an interpretation 
would, he says, only be permissible were the word « shai’an » not present. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA YUQBALU MIN-HA 
SHAFA'ATUN 

« Shaft a» is the verbal noun from shafaa as when someone says: 
‘So-and-so interceded {shafaa) on my behalf with so-and-so’, when 
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r the first person 1 entreated r the other 1 concerning the settlement of his 
affair. An intecessor is called shaft ' or shaft' because he duplicates the one 
seeking the intercession and becomes through him one of a pair, 1 for 
before the intercession . . . the person in need was a single person, and 
then the other person becomes his intercessor (shaft') in the matter, and 
his entreaty on his behalf concerning his affair is an intercession (shaja'a). 

1 And beware of a day when no soul shall settle any right due to 
God, or to anyone else, for another, and God shall not accept the 
intercession of any intercessor for it to absolve it of any right due 
against it. 

It is said that God addressed the people of this verse by the contents 
of His address to them because they were from the Jews of the Children 
of Israel and they had said: ‘We are the children of God, those beloved 
by Him, the children of His prophets, and our forefathers will intercede 
for us before Him.’ So God informed them that no soul shall settle 
anything for another at the Resurrection, and that He will not accept 
the intercession of anyone for them then, so that each one of them who 
has rights will be given his due. 

=>‘Uthman b. ‘Affan: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘Assuredly, she that is hornless will 
take revenge on her that is horned on the Day of the Resurrection, 
as God has said: «And We shall set up the just balances for the 
Resurrection Day, so that not one soul shall be wronged anything; 
even if it be the weight of one grain of mustard-seed, We shall 
produce it, and We are sufficient as reckoners. »’ (21: 47) [880] 

Thus God caused them to despair of what they had given their souls 
to hope for, of being saved — by the intercession of their forefathers and 
all other people — from God’s punishment despite their denying the 
truth that they know and their opposition to God’s command to follow 
Muhammad and what he brought from God. He informed them that 
the only thing which will be of use to them before Him will be their 
repentance before Him of their disbelief, and their turning from 
errancy. He made what He had prescribed concerning them a standard 
for everyone who is on a similar path to them, so that no heretic might 
have any hope of His mercy. 

Although in recitation this verse has the form of a general statement. 


in interpretation it has a particular intention, because of the evidence of 
reports from the Messenger of God that he said: 

There will be intercession by me for those of my community who 
have committed major sins. 

There is no prophet who has not been given a supplication; and I 
have concealed my supplication as an intercession for my 
community. It will reach, God willing, those of them who 
associate nothing with God. 2 

It is clear from this that, through the intercession of our prophet, 
Muhammad, for them, God may grant a reprieve to His believing 
servants for a great deal of the punishment for the wrongs they commit 
against each other and against Him, and that His words «and no 
intercession shall be accepted for it» apply only to him who dies in his 
disbelief without repenting before God. This is not the place in which 
to prolong the discussion of intercession, and the Promise and the 
Threat, and for us to argue exhaustively about it. We shall come to give 
a sufficient explanation of this in the rappropriate 1 places, God willing. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA YU’KHADHU MIN-HA ‘ADL UN 

« 'Adh in the speech of the Arabs . . . fmeans 1 ‘redemption’ (ftdya)\ 
=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, concerning this verse: 
r <i'Adh 1 means ‘redemption (fidd')\ [881] 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

«Nor any redemption be taken for it»: as for 'adl, ... He says: 
‘'"Even 1 if r a soul 1 were to bring gold enough to fill the earth with 
which to redeem itself, it would not be accepted from it.’ [882] 

=>Qatada: 

•"Even 1 if it brought everything, it would not be accepted from it. 
[883] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, concerning this verse: 

r It means 1 ‘compensation ( badal )’, and badal is ‘redemption’. [884] 

(..) 

A redemption for something, or a compensation for it, is called 'adl 
because it counterbalances it. 3 Even though it is not of the same kind, it 
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comes to be of the same kind from the aspect of recompense, 
Although" 1 2 3 not from the aspect of form and external appearance. He has 
said: « though it offer every equivalent ( 'adl), it shall not be taken from 
it» (6: 70), meaning ‘though it offer every redemption, it shall not be 
taken from it*. . . . 

(...) 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-l.A HUM YUNSARUNA 

The interpretation of « neither shall they be helped* is . . . that on that 
day no one will come to help them, just as no one will intercede for 
them, and no redemption will be accepted for them. Partiality is 
abolished there; bribes and intercessions disappear; mutual assistance 
and help between people are eliminated; judgement ends up with the 
Just Almighty before Whom intercessors and helpers are of no avail. 
Evil will be requited with its equivalent, and good with many times 
more. This is similar to what He has said: «And halt them, to be 
questioned: * ‘Why do you not help one another?’ * No indeed; but today 
they resign themselves in submission* (37: 24-6). 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, concerning (37: 25): 

« ‘Why do you not help one another?’ »: ‘Why do you not protect 

each other from Us?’ How wrong! They will not have this today! 
[887] 

§ Tabari mentions two other opinions about «wa-la hum yunsaruna» which he 
finds acceptable. 

1 The verb shafa'a has the basic meaning of ‘to double’, and the noun shaf ‘ means ‘one of a 
pair’. 

2 Taban gives no chains of transmission for these two Traditions, but they are both attested 
Traditions. The first can be found in the canonical collections of Abu Dawud and al-Tirmidhl, and 
elsewhere, narrated from Anas b. Malik, and the second in those of al-Bukharl and Muslim from 
the same source. See Sh. & Sh., II, 33, n. 2. 

3 ‘Adl normally has the meaning of ‘equitableness ’ or ‘justice’. 
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wa-idh najjaina-kum min ali Fir'auna yasumuna-kum su’a ’l- ‘adhabi 
yudhabbihiina abnd’a-kum wa-yastahyiina nisa’a-kum wa-fT dhdlikum 
bala'un min rabbi-kum 'aztmun 


And when We delivered you from the followers of Pharaoh who 
were visiting you with evil chastisement, slaughtering your sons, 
and sparing your women; and in that was a great blessing from 

your Lord. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH NA JJAINA-KUM 
MIN ALI FIR ' A UNA 

As for the interpretation of His words « And when We delivered you», 
they are connected to His words «0 Children of Israel, remember My 
blessing*. It is as if He had said: ‘Remember My blessings wherewith I 
blessed you, and remember Our act of kindness towards you — when 
We delivered you from the followers of Pharaoh — by saving you 
from them.’ 

As for «ali Fir'aun *, they were the followers of his religion, his people 
and his partisans. Al comes from ahl ( = kin, folk, followers) with a 
change of the ha’ ( -h- ) into a hamza, just as they say md* ( = water) r from 
the root m-w-h 1 , changing the ha’ into a hamza, although when they 
form the diminutive they say muwaih, bringing back the ha’, and taking 
r the word 1 back to its original root. It is the same when they form the 

diminutive of al, and say uhail 

(...) 

The most suitable places for al r to be used 1 are when it is spoken r in 
combination 1 with famous names, as when they talk about the al of the 
prophet Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him peace, the al 
of ‘AIT, the dl of ‘Abbas, the dl of ‘Aqil. But it is not thought appropriate 
to use it with people who are not well-known, or in combination with 
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the names of geographical locations and the like r where it means ‘the 
people of . . . T The experts of the Arabic language do not approve of 
someone saying ‘I saw the al of the man’, or ‘The al of the woman saw 
me’, nor r do they approve of 1 ‘I saw the al of Basra’, or ‘the al of Kufa’. 
Some Arabs are mentioned as having been heard to say ‘I saw the al of 
Mecca , or the al of Medina , but this is not in widespread usage in 
their speech. 

As for « Pharaoh », it is said that it is a name by which the kings of the 
Amalekites of Egypt were called, just as some of the kings of the 
Romans were called Caesar , and some of them were called 
‘Heraclius’, and just as the kings of Persia were called the ‘Khosrows’ 
and one of them was called ‘Khosrow’, and the kings of the Yemen 
were called ‘Tababi' a’ and one of them ‘Tubba*’. 

As for the Pharaoh of Moses, from whom God narrated that He had 
saved the Children of Israel, it is said that his name was al-Walld b. 
Mus* ab b. al-Raiyan [=>Ibn Ishaq, 888]. 1 

It is possible to say « And when We delivered you from the followers 
of Pharaoh » when those addressed had never seen Pharaoh or been 
saved from him, because the addressees were the children of those 
whom He had saved from Pharaoh and his people, and He attributes 
His blessing on their forefathers to them. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF YASUMUNA-KUM 
SU’A ’L-'ADHAB I 

There are two aspects to the interpretation of «y<jswmwmi-fenm>>. One of 
them is that it begins a new clause about Pharaoh’s dealings with the 
Children of Israel, and in this case it means: ‘Remember My blessings 
to you when I delivered you from the people of Pharaoh; and before 
they used to visit you with evil chastisement’ 

The second aspect is that « yasumuna-kum » expresses a state, and 
the interpretation in this case is: ‘And when We delivered you 
from the followers of Pharaoh, who were visiting you with 
evil chastisement’, and it describes the state of the followers of 
Pharaoh 

As for the interpretation of His words «sua 7 - 'adhab», He means ‘the 
chastisement which was bad for them’. Some of r the interpreters 1 have 
said that r it means 1 ‘the severest chastisement’, but if this had been the 
meaning, it would have been aswd’a ’ l-adhab . 


Question: What was this chastisement which they visited upon 
them, which was bad for them? 

reply: It is what God described in His Book when He said 
« slaughtering your sons, and sparing your women*. Muhammad b. 
Ishaq said concerning this: 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

Pharaoh chastised the Children of Israel. He made them slaves and 
chattels, he categorized them according to the labour he Assigned 
to them 1 : one category were builders, one category were 
ploughmen, and one category raised crops for him. . . . Whichever 
of them was not engaged in one of his tasks for him had tax 
Hevied 1 on him — rpharaoh 1 visited r i 0 upon them — as God said: 

« evil chastisement*. 2 [889] 

And al-Suddl said [890]: ‘He allotted them squalid tasks, and began 
killing their sons and sparing their women.’ 

the interpretation of yudhabbihuna anba’a-kum 

WA-YASTAHYUNA NISA’A-KUM 

God attributed what the followers of Pharaoh did to the Children of 
Israel their visiting them with an evil chastisement, slaughtering their 
sons and sparing their women — to them and not to Pharaoh, although 
they did what they did to them on account of Pharaoh’s power and as a 
result of his command, because they carried it out themselves. Thus it is 
clear that everyone who himself carries out the killing of someone or 
inflicts suffering on a life, even though it is as the result of someone 
else’s command, is the agent who undertakes it; and he deserves its 
being attributed to him, even if the person who issues the command — 
be he a ruler, a destructive brigand, or a dissolute tyrant — compels the 
agent who is commanded to r do 1 it. Likewise, He attributed the 
slaughter of the sons of the Children of Israel and the sparing of their 
women to the followers of Pharaoh, and not to Pharaoh, even though 
they did what they did on account Pharaoh’s power and as a result of 
his command, together with his tyranny over them and his r power to 1 
compel them. Thus every killing r carried out 1 on the command of 
another is injustice, and r the killer 1 , according to us, is to be 
killed in retaliation, even if he was forced to kill by someone else. 

As for the interpretation of their slaughtering the Children of Israel 
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and sparing their women, it is r given^ in what has been reported to us 
from Ibn 'Abbas and others, e.g.: 

=*-Ibn 'Abbas: 

Pharoah and his companions recalled among themselves what 
God had promised Abraham, His Friend, that He would appoint 
prophets and kings among his offspring. So they deliberated and 
agreed that he send out men with butchers’ knives to move 
around among the Children of Israel and to slaughter every 
newborn male child that they found; and they did so. However, 
when they saw that the elderly among the Children of Israel were 
dying at their appointed time, and that the young were being 
slaughtered, ^Pharaoh 1 said: You are on the point of extermin- 
ating the Children of Israel; so you will end up having to perform 
the tasks and services which they have been saving you the trouble 
r of doing yourselves 1 ! So kill every newborn male one year, and 
their sons will become few in number, and leave off Trilling them 1 
the next year. The mother of Moses bore Aaron during a year in 
which the boys were not slaughtered, so she gave birth to him 
openly and safely, till, when the next ■year 1 came, she bore Moses. 
[891] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The soothsayers said to Pharaoh: ‘A child will be bom this year 
who will destroy your reign.’ (...) So Pharaoh appointed a 
hundred men over every thousand women: •'ten 1 men for every 
hundred •’women 1 , one man for ten •’women 1 . And he said r to 
them 1 : ‘Keep a watch over every pregnant woman in the town, 
and when she gives birth, observe r the child 1 : if it is male, 
slaughter it, but if it is female, let it go. These were His words: 

« slaughtering your sons, and sparing your women; and in that was 
a grievous trial from your Lord. » [892] 

=>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya: 

Pharaoh ruled over them for 400 years, then the soothsayers said 
that that year a boy would be born in Egypt who would destroy 
him with his own hand. So he sent out mid wives among the 
people of Egypt, and when a woman gave birth to a boy, he was 
brought to Pharaoh and he killed him, but he spared the girls. 
[893; see also =>Al-RabT' b. Anas, 894] 


=>A 1 -Suddi: 

It happened to Pharaoh that he saw in a dream of his that a fire 
approached from Jerusalem till it enclosed the buildings of Egypt; 
it burnt the Copts but it spared the Children of Israel, and it lay 
waste to the buildings of Egypt. So he called the magicians, 
soothsayers, omithomancers, physiognomancers, and diviners, and 
asked them about his vision. They said to him: ‘A man will come 

forth from this land from which the Children of Israel came’ 

they meant Jerusalem — ‘for whose sake Egypt will be destroyed.’ 
So he commanded that every boy bom to the Children of Israel 
should be slaughtered, but that any girl bom to them should be 
left. Then he said to the Copts: ‘Regard your bondsmen 
(i mamlukun ) who toil outdoors; bring them in and set the Children 
of Israel to take over these squalid tasks.’ So he set the Children of 
Israel to do the labour of their slaves, and they brought in their 
slaves. This is when God said: « Now Pharaoh had exalted himself 
in the land* meaning that he acted despotically over the 
land — «and had made its inhabitants into •‘various 1 parties* — 
meaning the Children of Israel, when he set them to do the^e 1 
squalid tasks « abasing one group of them, slaughtering their 
sons* (28: 4). He brought about that every child bom to the 
Children of Israel was slaughtered, and that the young never grew 
up. God cast death among the old men of the Children of Israel, 
and it swept speedily among them. Then the heads of the Copts 
came in to Pharaoh to speak with him, and said: ‘Death has 
descended upon these people, and our slaves will soon have to do 
the labour. We slaughter their sons thus, the youths do not grow 
up, and the old pass away. If only you would leave some of their 
sons.’ So he commanded that one year they should slaughter, and 
the next they should desist. So Aaron was bom in a year in which 
they did not slaughter, and he was spared, but, when the year in 
which they slaughtered came, she was pregnant with Moses. [895] 

. . . According to the interpretation of those who hold the opinion of 
Ibn Abbas, Abu 1 - Aliya, and al-Rabl* b. Anas about the interpretation 
of His words «and sparing your women*, that it is their refraining from 
killing females when they were born, it necessarily follows that it is 
permissible to call a female infant during her childhood and after her 
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birth imra’a (= woman), and r to call" 1 a young girl while she is still a child 
nisa’ (= woman), for they have interpreted the words of God «and 
sparing your women (nisa ’) » fas meaning 1 ‘leaving the female infants at 
birth and not killing them’. 

But Ibn Juraij has denied this opinion of theirs: 

=> Ibn Juraij, concerning this verse: 

r It means: 1 Enslaving your women. [898] 

By saying this, Ibn Juraij departed from what those who held the 
opinion we have mentioned about His words « sparing your women », 
that it •"means 1 the sparing of the lives of female infants, since he did not 
believe that r female infants 1 should be called nisa’, but then he entered 
into something which was more serious than what he was denying, 
when he interpreted *yastahyiina» as ‘enslaved’; but this interpretation 
exists nowhere either in the Arabic language or in non-Arabic 
•languages 1 . . . . 

Others interpreted « yudhabbihuna abna’a-kum» as meaning ‘they 
slaughtered your men, the fathers of your children’, and they denied 
that they slaughtered the infants — and He associated the women with 
them. They say: ‘In God’s report that the spared were the women is a 
clear indication that those who were slaughtered were the men and not 
the children, for, if the slaughtered were boys, it would have r been said 1 
that the spared were girls.’ . . . 

As well as departing from the interpretation of the Companions and 
Followers who were interpreters, those who hold this opinion have 
disregarded where the correct Opinion 1 lies. That is to say that God 
informed Moses’ mother through inspiration, commanding her to 
suckle Moses and r told her 1 that when she feared for him she should 
place him into the casket and cast him into the open sea. It is clear from 
this that if the people r of Pharaoh 1 had only been killing the men and 
sparing the women, there would have been no need for Moses’ mother 
to cast Moses into the open sea, or, if Moses had been a r grown up 1 
man, his mother would not have put him in the casket. 

In our opinion, this r passage refers to 1 the slaughter of the male 
children by the followers of Pharaoh, and their leaving the female 
children, as it was interpreted by Ibn ‘Abbas and those whose opinion 
we have previously narrated. It was said « sparing your women », since 
female children were included with their mothers— and there is no 
doubt that their mothers were women (nisa ’) — in being spared, because 
they killed neither the young women nor the old, so it was said « sparing 


your women*, meaning thereby the mothers and the newborn females, 
just as one would say He appraoched the men (al-rijal )’ , although there 
were boys among them. . . . However, among the males, since only the 
newborn were slaughtered, it was said « slaughtering your sons», and 
not ‘slaughtering your men’. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-FJ DHALIKUM BALA ’UN 
MIN RABBI-K UM 'AZIMUN 

And in what We did for you, in saving you from the chastisement 
of the followers of Pharaoh in which you •'found yourselves 1 , as I 
described, there was a great blessing from your Lord. 

By «bala’» He means ‘blessing ( ni'ma )’ [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 899; =>A 1 - 
SuddT, 900; =>Mujahid, 901, 902; =>Ibn Juraij, 903]. 

The origin of r the word 1 bala in the speech of the Arabs is ‘trial 
(ikhtibar)’ and ‘test ( imtihan )’, then it came to be used for good and 
evil’, because a trial or a test can be good or bad, as our Lord has said: 
«And We tried them (balauna-hum) with good things and evil, that 
haply they should return » (7: 168) . . ., and «and We try you 
(1 nabluwa-kum ) with evil and good for a testing » (21:35). Moreover the 
Arabs call good ‘ bala ” and bad ‘ bala ”, although the I st form of the verb is 
used more for evil, and the IV th form for good.J 

* According to Ibn Ishaq, cited in Tabari’s History , the Amalekite Pharaohs came to power in 
Egypt after the death of Joseph. Al-Walid was the cruellest of these, and reigned the longest See- 
Tabari (1879), I, 444!?. 

2 This is part of the Tradition from Ibn Ishaq in Tabaris History mentioned in the 
previous note. 
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wa-idh faraqnd bi-kumu ’l-bahra fa-anjaina-kum wa-aghraqna ala 
Fir'auna wa-antum tanzuruna 

And when We divided the sea for you and delivered you, and 
drowned Pharaoh’s followers while you were beholding. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH FARAQNA 
BI-KUMU ’L-BAHRA 

As for the interpretation of His words «And when We divided the sea 
for you », they are connected to «And when We delivered you*, 
meaning: And remember My blessing wherewith I blessed you, and 
remember when We delivered you from the followers of Pharaoh, and 
when We divided the sea for you. 

The meaning of « We divided the sea for you* is ‘We parted the seas 
for you’, because there were twelve tribes r of Israelites 1 , and He divided 
the sea into twelve paths: each tribe followed one of the paths 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

When Moses came to the sea, he named it ‘Abu Khalid’. He struck 
and it split apart. 1 Every divide was like a great mountain, and the 
Children of Israel entered in. There were twelve paths in the sea, a 
tribe in each path. [904] 

§ Tabari discounts as being against the ostensive wording of the reading the 
interpretation of a Ba$ran grammarian that God held back the water when the 
Israelites came to it. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-ANJAINA-KUM 
WA-AGHRAQNA ALA FIR'AUNA 
WA-ANTUM TANZURUNA 

question: How did God drown the followers of Pharaoh while 
saving the Children of Israel? 
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REPLY 

=>‘Abd Allah b. Shaddad b. al-Had r aI-Laithf 1 : 

I was told that Pharaoh went out in search of Moses at the head of 
seventy thousand black horses — besides the dappled horses in his 
army. Moses went forth until the sea faced him and he was unable 
to turn away from it, and Pharaoh came into view behind them in 
the midst of his army. « r A 1 nd, when the two hosts sighted each 
other, the companions of Moses said: ‘We are overtaken!’ 
He» Moses «said: ‘No, indeed; surely my Lord is with me; He 
will guide me* (26: 61—2) i.e., to safety — He has promised me 

this, and He does not go back on His promise.’ [905] 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

God informed the sea by inspiration — according to what I have 
been told — : ‘When Moses strikes you with his staff, split apart for 
him.’ (...) r The waves of 1 the sea began to dash against each other 
in fear of God, and awaited His command. Then God informed 
Moses by inspiration: ‘Strike the sea with your staff’, so he struck 
it with it. In r the staff 1 was the authority of God which He had 
given him, so it split apart; and each divide was like a great 
mountain, that it to say, like a mountain rising up from high 
ground. God said to Moses: « ‘Strike for them a dry path in the sea, 
fearing not to be overtaken, nor afraid.’* (20: 77) When the sea 
had settled into a dry, firm path for him, Moses proceeded along it 
with the Children of Israel, and Pharaoh pursued him with his 
troops. [906] 

Abd Allah b. Shaddad b. al-Had al-Laithl: 

I have been told that when the Children of Israel had entered into 
the sea, and not a single one of them was left behind, Pharaoh 
advanced on one of his stallions till he came to a halt at the edge of 
the sea which was fixed in the state it was in, but the stallion was 
afraid to pass through. Then Gabriel appeared to him on a mare 
on heat, and brought her close to him. Then the stallion caught 
her scent, and when it had caught her scent, r GabrieP spurred her 
forward, and the stallion on which Pharaoh r was mounted 1 
moved forward with her. When Pharaoh’s army saw that Pharaoh 
had entered r into the sea 1 , they followed Pharaoh and entered 
with him with Gabriel in front of him; and r the angel 1 Michael, 
‘‘mounted 1 on a mare at their rear, urged them on, saying: ‘Keep 
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up with your companions.’ Then, when Gabriel drew out of the 
sea, there was no one in front of him, and Michael took up his 
position on the other side, and there was no one behind him, and 
the sea engulfed them. Then, when he saw the authority and 
power of God, Pharaoh recognized his humiliation, his soul 
forsook him, and he shouted: ^H^here is no god but He in 
whom the Children of Israel believe; I am of those that 
surrender.’» (10: 90) [907] 

=>'Amr b. Maimun al-Audl: 

When Moses went out with the Children of Israel, news of this 
reached Pharaoh, and he said: ‘Do not follow them until the cock 
crows.’ (...) By God, that night the cock did not crow until 
morning. Then he called for a sheep and it was slaughtered. Then 
he said: ‘I shall not finish its liver until six hundred thousand Copts 
have been brought together to me.’ And he did not finish its liver 
until six hundred thousand Copts had been brought together to 
him. Then he set out. 

When Moses reached the sea, one of his men, who was 
called Yusha* b. Nun, said to him: ‘Where did your Lord order 
you r to go 1 , Moses?’ He said: ‘Right ahead of you’, pointing to 
the sea. So Yusha* forced his horse to go into the sea until he 
was submerged, and it carried him away. Then he returned, 
and said: ‘Where did your Lord order you r to go 1 , Moses? By 
God, you do not lie nor are you deceived.’ And he did this 
three times. Then God inspired in Moses « ‘Strike the sea with 
your staff’; and it clave, and each part was a mighty mount » 
(26: 63), meaning ‘like a mountain’. (...) Then Moses and those 
with him set forth, and Pharaoh followed them in their path, 
until, when they had all gone in, God closed it over them. This 
is why He said: «and We drowned Pharaoh’s followers while 
you were beholding ». 

Ma‘mar r , one of the transmitters, 1 said: Qatada said: ‘With Moses 
there were six hundred thousand, and Pharaoh followed him on 
one million, one hundred thousand horses.’ [908] 

§ Taban quotes further extended Traditions from Ibn *Abbas [909], al-Sudd! 
[910], and Ibn Zaid [91 1 J, which contain elements from the previous 
narrations with variations in such details as the numbers of troops and horses. 
Al-SuddT gives as the reason why the Copts delayed their pursual of the 
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Children of Israel until sunrise, 2 that they woke before sunrise to bury their 
firstborn males who had been visited with death. Ibn Zaid reports a lengthy 
conversation between Moses and the sea. 

If « while you were beholding*: You beheld God’s dividing the sea 
for you, and His destruction of Pharaoh’s followers in the very place 
where He had saved you, and the greatness of His authority — in the 
sea s obedience to Him, in its becoming piled up and gapped like the 
form of towering mountains, not leaving its limits, submitting to His 
command, and yielding in obedience to Him, while it was a liquified 
fluid before that — r all of 1 which He showed you. 

He thereby informed them of where His proofs r came 1 to them, and 
reminded them of His blessings towards their ancestors, and warned 
them, concerning their giving the lie to His prophet, Muhammad, lest 
what befell Pharaoh and his followers for giving Moses the lie should 
befall them. 

(...) 


1 According to another Tradition from al-Suddi [910], it was Aaron who first struck the sea, 
but the sea did not recognize him. Then Moses struck it after giving it the name ‘Abu Khalid’, and 
it split apart. 

2 See 26: 60. 
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wa-idh waadnd Musa arba'Tna lailatan thumma * ttakhadhtumu ’l-'ijla 
min ba r di-hT wa-antum zalimuna 

And when We appointed with Moses forty nights, then you took 
the Calf to yourselves after him and you were evil-doers; 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH WA'ADNA 

[r]. first opinion: Some of them read twa'adna*, meaning that 
God appointed with Moses to come to Mount Sinai (al-Jur) for the 
conversation ( munajdt ); the appointment was r made 1 by God with 
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Moses and also by Moses with his Lord. Part of their proof for their 
preference of «wdadna» over «wa‘adna» is that they said: Every mutual 
appointment (itti ad) is between two persons to meet and come 
together, and each of them makes an appointment with his companion 
for this. Therefore, they claimed, the recitation . . . «waadnd » must be 
chosen in preference to the recitation . . . «waadna». 

second opinion: Some of them read «wa'adnd», meaning that 
God is the One who promises, the only one to promise, and no one 
else. Part of their proof for their preference is that they said: An 
appointment ( muwaada r from waada 1 ) is made between men, but God 
is alone in making the Promise and the Threat for every good and evil. 
They said: The revelation in the whole Qur’an confirms this; thus He 
said «God surely promised you a true promise » (14: 22), and . . . «And 
when God promised you one of the two parties should be yours » (8: 7). 
They said: Similarly He must be the only one with the promise in His 
words « wa-idh waadtta Musa*. 

tabarT s opinion: According to us, the correct opinion about 
this is that they are two readings which the community has accepted 
and which the reciters recite, and the reading of neither of them 
invalidates the meaning of the other; although in one of them there is 
more meaning than in the other with respect to the ostensive wording 
and the recitation, but with respect to what is understood ( majhum ) 
from them both, they are in harmony. That is to say that whenever it is 
said of someone that he promised to meet someone else at a particular 
place, it is understood that the person to whom this promise was made 
arranged to meet his companion in that place, just as his companion 
promised him, since he made the promise to him on the basis of an 
agreement between them. It is clear that his Lord only promised to 
meet Moses on Mount Sinai with Moses’ consent, for there is no doubt 
that Moses accepted everything which God commanded him to do and 
that he hastened to do His liking in this respect. It is •also 1 clear that 
God would not have promised Moses this without Moses acceding to 
it. Since this is the case, it is clear that God r both 1 promised and made an 
appointment with Moses for the conversation on Mount Sinai, and that 
Moses •‘both 1 promised his Lord and made an appointment to meet 
Him. No matter which of the two readings r one recites 1 ... he reaches 
the truth about this — from the aspect of interpretation and language — 
because of the reasons we have already given. 


§ Tabari dismisses the view that waada can only be used of God on the 
grounds that, in the case of a meeting, it is common to speak of each person 
promising (waada) to meet the other, and of them arranging to meet (waada). 

THE INTERPRETATION OF MUSA 

According to what has reached us, Musa ( = Moses) is •composed 1 of 
two words in Coptic, ‘wm\ which means ‘water (ma )\ and l shd\ which 
means ‘trees ( shajar )’. According to what has reached us, he was so 
called because when his mother put him into the casket, when she 
feared for him from Pharaoh, and cast him onto the sea as God had 
inspired her to do — it is said that the sea into which she cast him was the 
Nile — , the waves of the sea carried him along until they pushed him 
among trees/reeds 1 at Pharaoh’s house. And the maids of Asiya, the 
wife of Pharaoh, came out to bathe, and found the casket and took it 
out r of the water 1 . Then he was called by the name of the place where 
he landed, and that was by a place where there was water and trees, and 
he was called ‘Musa’ — water and trees. [=>A 1 -Suddl, 912] 

He was Musa b. ‘Imran b. Yashar b. Qahith b. Lawl b. Ya'qub 
Isra H Allah b. Ishaq Dhabih Allah ( = ‘God’s Slaughtered One’) b. 
Ibrahim Khalil Allah, according to what Ibn Ishaq claimed [913]. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ARBA’lNA LAILATAN 

If When We appointed with Moses a full forty nights. And all the 
forty nights were included in the appointment. 

A Ba$ran grammarian claimed that it meant: And when We made 

an appointment with Moses for the end of r a period of 1 forty nights 

But this is contrary to what the reports of the interpreters say, and also 
to the ostensive reading. 

As for the ostensive reading, God has said that He appointed with 
Moses forty nights, and no one may turn the exoteric sense of His 
statement into an esoteric sense without a proof which indicates its 
correctness. 

As for the interpreters, they say what I shall mention. 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

41 And when We appointed with Moses forty nights*, that is, r the 
month of 1 Dhu ’ 1 -Qa*da and ten 'nights 1 of r the month of 1 Dhu 
l - bfrjj a * This was when Moses left his companions and appointed 
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Aaron in his place, and remained forty nights on Mount Sinai. And the 
Torah was revealed to him on the Tablets — and the Tablets were of 
hailstone (bar ad ) — and the Lord approached him in seclusion and spoke 
with him, and he heard the scratching of the Pen. It has reached us that 
he did not answer the calls of nature during the forty nights until he 
came down from Mount Sinai. [914. Also =>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas, 91 5] 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

God promised Moses — when He had destroyed Pharaoh and his 
followers, and had saved him and his people — thirty nights. Then He 
supplemented r this n by ten Haights 1 . So the time appointed by his Lord 
became a whole forty nights during which his Lord would meet him as 
he wished. Moses appointed Aaron in his place over the Children of 
Israel, and said: ‘I am hastening to my Lord, so take my place among 
my people, and do not follow the way of the evil-doers. Then Moses 
went out to his Lord, hastening to meet him, and yearning for Him, 
and Aaron stayed among the Children of Israel — and with him was the 
Samaritan — and he went with them in the trackfs 1 of Moses so as to get 
them to catch up with him. [916] 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

Then Moses went away and appointed Aaron in his place over the 
Children of Israel. And he arranged to meet with them in thirty nights 
Hime 1 , but God suppplemented these with ten r more nights 1 . [917, see 
919 below, of which this is a part] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA ’TTA KHADHTUM U 
’L-’lJLA MIN BA’ DI-HI 
WA-ANTUM Z A LI MU N A 

The interpretation of « then you took the Calf to yourselves after him » 
is: Then you took the Calf as a god during the days of Moses’ 
appointment. And the pronoun «him» in « after him» refers back to the 
mention of Moses. 

He informed the Jews of the Children of Israel who opposed the 
Prophet r , Muhammad , 1 and gave him the lie, who were addressed by 
this verse, about what their forefathers and ancestors did, and how they 
gave His Messengers the lie, thereby informing them that they . . . were 
following the path of their forefathers and ancestors; and warned them 
lest His authority come down upon them for persisting in this denial of 
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theirs r just as 1 the transmutation , 2 the cursing , 3 and the varieties of retri- 
bution came down on their forefathers who gave the Messengers the lie. 
The causes for their taking the Calf to themselves were: 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

When Pharaoh and his companions made for the sea, Pharaoh was 
^mounted 1 on a black stallion with a full tail. And when he made 
for the sea, the stallion was afraid to leap into the sea. Then Gabriel 
appeared before him on a mare in heat, and, when Hhe stallion 1 
saw her, he leapt in after her. 

(...) But the Samaritan knew Gabriel, because when his mother 
had been afraid that he would be slaughtered she had left him in a 
cave and had closed it up on him . 4 Then Gabriel had come to him 
and fed him with his fingers: in one of his fingers there was milk, 
in another honey, and in another clarified butter. And he 
continued to feed him until he had grown up. So when he saw 
him by the sea he recognized him, and he grabbed a handful r of 
dust 1 from the spoor of his mare. (...) He took a handful from 
under the hoof. 

Sufyan r b. 'Uyaina, one of the transmitters 1 said: Ibn Mas'ud used 
to recite « ‘and I grabbed a handful r of dust 1 from the spoor of the 
Messenger’s horse’ » (20: 96). 

Ibn 'Abbas: It was cast into the Samaritan’s mind: ‘You will not 
throw this onto anything saying “Become this and that” without 
it Ho 1 becoming.’ So the handful r of dust 1 remained with him in 
his hand until he had passed through the sea. When Moses and the 
Children of Israel had passed through the sea, and God had 
drowned the people of Pharaoh, Moses said to his brother Aaron: 
‘Take my place over my people and be righteous.’ And Moses 
went for the appointment with his Lord. 

There was with the Children of Israel some jewelry of the 
people of Pharaoh which they had taken on loan, and it was as if 
they shunned the evil of it, so they took it out for the fire to come 
down and consume it. But when they had gathered it together, 
the Samaritan lifted up the handful r of dust 1 which was in his hand 
like this, and flung it into it — and Ibn Abbas* made a gesture with 
his hand like this — and said: ‘Be a calf s body which lows !’ 5 And it 

* Sh. & Sh., II, p. 64, 1 . 1 5, has ‘Ibn Ishaq’, which cannot be correct. 
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became a calf s body which lowed, 6 and the wind went in 
through its backside and came out through its mouth, and a sound 
was heard from it. Then he said: «‘This is your god and the god of 
Moses ’ » (20: 88), and they were obsessed by it and worshipped it. 
Then Aaron said: «‘My people, you have been charmed by it. 
Verily your Lord is the All-merciful, so follow me and obey my 
command.’ They said: ‘We shall not give up our devotion to it 
until Moses returns to us.’» (20: 90-1) [918. See also =>Ibn Ishaq, 
920; =>Ibn Zaid, 922; =>Mujahid, 923, 925, 926] 

(••) 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

When God commanded Moses to leave with the Children of 
Israel — i.e., r to leave" 1 Egypt — Moses commanded them to leave, 
and commanded them to borrow jewelry from the Copts. When 
God delivered Moses and the Children of Israel who were with 
him from the sea, and drowned the people of Pharaoh, Gabriel 
came to Moses to take him to God. He approached on a horse, and 
the Samaritan saw him and did not recognize him, and said: ‘This 
is the horse of life!’ Then he said when he saw him: ‘There is 
something important about this r man 1 !’ Then he took some dust 
from the hoof — the horse’s hoof. 

Then Moses went away and appointed Aaron in his place over 
the Children of Israel. And he arranged to meet with them in 
thirty nights •time 1 , but God suppplemented them with ten r more 
nights 1 . Then Aaron said to them: ‘O Children of Israel, booty is 
not lawful for you, and the jewelry of the Copts is indeed booty. 
So gather it together and dig a pit for it and bury it; if Moses 
comes, he will declare it lawful for you to take, otherwise it will 
be something you cannot spend lawfully.’ So they gathered that 
jewelry together in this pit, and the Samaritan came with this 
handful r of dust 1 and flung it in, and God brought forth a calf s 
body, lowing. 

The Children of Israel calculated the time till Moses’ meeting 
r with them 1 , and they counted the nights as days and the days as 
days. Then, when twenty r days n had passed, the calf came out r of 
the pit 1 , and, when they saw it, the Samaritan said to them: « ‘This 
is your god and the god of Moses, for he has forgotten’ » (20: 88), 
meaning ‘he has left his god behind here and gone in search of 
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him’. Then they became obsessed by it, worshipping it, and it used 
to low and pace around. So Aaron said to them: ‘O Children of 
Israel, you are just being tempted by it.’ — meaning ‘you are just 
being tried by it’, i.e., the Calf — ‘Indeed, your Lord is the 
All-merciful.’ Aaron and those of the Children of Israel who were 
with him stayed and did not fight them. 

Moses had hurried to his god to speak with him, and when He 
spoke with him He said to him: « ‘'What has sped you away from 
your people, Moses?’ He said: ‘They are close behind me. And I 
have hastened to You, Lord, that You might be pleased.’ He said: 
‘We tempted your people after you Heft them 1 . The Samaritan has 
led them astray.’* (20: 83-5) Then He told him what had happened 
to them. Moses said: ‘O Lord, this Samaritan ordered them to take 
the Calf to themselves. What about the spirit? Who breathed it 
into it? The Lord said: ‘I •"did 1 .’ He said: ‘Lord, You have led them 
astray then.’ [919] 

=>Abu ’l-Aliya: 

It was called al-'ijl ( = the Calf) because they hastened Cajilii) and 
took it for themselves before Moses came to them [924] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANTUM ZALIMUNA 

H And you set up worship where it did not belong, for no worship 
is proper except to God; and you worshipped the Calf which was 
transgression on your part. 

(...) 

We have shown previously in our book that the basis of every 
transgression is the putting of something where it does not belong. 7 . . . 

1 For shajar, see Ex eg. 2: 35, p. 247. 

2 See 36: 67. 

3 See, e.g., 4: 47. 

4 In another Tradition =*-lbn 'Abbas [921]: The name of the Samaritan was Musa b. £afar. 

* In the other Tradition ^Ibn Abbas [921]: The Samaritan was one of the people of Bajarma, 
and he was one of those who worshipped the cow. In his soul was love of the worship of the cow, 
but he made a show of Islam to the Children of Israel. 

6 See 20: 87-8. 

7 See Exeg. 2: 35, p. 249. 
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OjjSLlZJ ilJS jJuj 

thumma ‘afaund 'an-kum min ba'di dhdlika Walla-hum tashkuruna 
then We pardoned you after that, so that you might be thankful. 


(••) 

The meaning o f«laalla» in this place is ‘so that (kai)\ I have already 
explained that one of the meanings of la alia is ‘so that’. 1 

The meaning of this passage is thus: ‘then We pardoned you after 
you took the Calf to yourselves as a god, so that you might be thankful 
for My pardoning you’, since a pardon necessarily demands thanks, 
according to people of understanding and reason. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 21, pp. 162-3. 


JjJ. : \ 7 jli j-Uij 



wa-idh dtaind Musa ’l-kitdba wa-’l-furqdna laalla-kum tahtaduna 

And when We gave Moses the scripture and the discrimination, 
so that you might be guided. 


He means by His words «And when We gave Moses the scripture*: 
And remember also when We gave Moses the scripture and the 
discrimination ( furqdn ). By the ‘scripture’, He means the Torah, and by 
the ‘discrimination’ the ‘arbiter between truth and falsehood’. 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, concerning this passage: 

He discriminated by r the Furqan 1 between truth and falsehood. 
[928] 
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=>Mujahid, concerning this passage: 

The scripture is the discrimination, a discrimination between 
truth and falsehood. [929; see also 930, 931] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The ‘discrimination’ is a composite name for the Torah, the 
Evangel, the Psalms, and the Furqan r , i.e., the Qur’an 1 . [932] 

Ibn Zaid said about this: 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

I asked him i.e., Ibn Zaid — about the words of God «And when 
We gave Moses the scripture and the discrimination*, and he said: 
‘As for the “discrimination”, about which God said: «on the day of 
the discrimination, the day the two hosts encountered* (8: 41), that 
was the day of r t h e battle of 1 Badr, the day when God 
discriminated between truth and falsehood, and the judgement by 
which He discriminated between truth and falsehood. (...) 
Similarly God gave Moses the discrimination. God discriminated 
between them, and protected him and delivered him; He 
discriminated between them through victory. Just as God set it 
between Muhammad and the polytheists, so He set it between 
Moses and Pharaoh.’ [933] 

The preferable interpretation of the verse is the narration from Ibn 
Abbas, Abu 1 - Aliya, and Mujahid, according to which the discrimin- 
ation, which God mentioned in this place that He gave Moses, is the 
scripture by which He discriminates between truth and falsehood, 
which is a description of the Torah and an attribute of it. 

If And when We gave Moses the Torah, which We wrote for him 
on the Tablets, and by which We discriminated between truth and 
falsehood. 

(...) 

We have already explained the meaning of ‘scripture (kitab)’ in the 
preceding part of our book, and that it means ‘ r that which is 1 
written’. 1 . . . 

As for the interpretation of His words «so that you might be 
guided*, it is similar to the interpretation of His words «so that you 
might give thanks* (2: 52). ... It is as if He said: And remember also 
when We gave Moses the Torah which discriminates between truth 
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and falsehood so that you might be guided by it, and might follow the 
truth which is in it, because 1 have made it thus a guidance for him who 
takes it as a guide and follows what is in it. 

1 See Intro., pp. 40-44, and n. 58, where furqdn is also discussed. 


V * •£ 


LJg 1*^*1 ijj 

A 4 ^ $■{ 

^ LijiiT 


wa-idh qala Musa li-qaumi-hT ya-qaumi inna-kum zalamtum atifusa- 
kum bi-’ttikhddhi-kumu ' l- r ijla fa-tiibu ild bari’i-kum fa-’qtulii anfusa- 
kum dhali-kum khairun la-kum ‘inda bdri'i-kum fa-taba 'alay-kum 
inna-hu huwa ’l-tawwabu * l-rahimu 

And when Moses said to his people: ‘My people, you have done 
wrong against yourselves by taking the Calf; now turn to your 
Creator and slay one another. That will be better for you before 
your Creator. And He turned to you; truly He turns, and is 
All-Compassionate. ’ 


If And remember also when Moses said to his people from the 
Children of Israel: ‘My people, you have done wrong against 
yourselves.’ 

(...) 

Everyone who does something which merits punishment from God 
does wrong against his self by necessitating the punishment against it 
from God. . . . We have already shown that the meaning of ‘turning to’ 
( tawba , = repentance) is ‘returning from what displeases God to the 
obedience to Him which pleases Him’. 1 

The people complied with the command which Moses gave them, 


Sura 2, verse 54 


3i7 


to repent from the sins they had committed against their Lord, just as 
he had commanded them. 

(••) 

=>Ibn *Abbas: 

Moses said to his people: «‘Tum to your Creator and slay one 
another. That will be better for you before your Creator, and He 
will turn to you; truly He turns, and is All-compassionate.’ » 2 (...) 
Moses commanded his people — following his Lord’s command — 
to slay one another. (...) So those who were devoted to the Calf 
sat down with their cloaks gathered round them, while those who 
were not devoted to the Calf stood up and took daggers in their 
hands. An intense darkness fell upon them, and they set about 
killing one another. Then the darkness lifted away from them, and 
they had left seventy thousand slain. All those who had been killed 
had done their penance, and all those who survived had done their 
penance. [936] 

=>Al-SuddT: 

When Moses returned to his people, he said: «‘My people, did 
your Lord not promise a fair promise to you? r Did the time of the 
covenant seem too long to you, or did you desire that anger 
should alight on you from your Lord, so that you failed in your 
tryst with me?’ ‘We have not failed in our tryst with you,’ they 
said, ‘of our volition; but we were loaded with fardels even the 
ornaments of the people, and we cast them 1 , as the Samaritan also 
threw them, into the fire.’ » (20: 86-7) Then Moses flung down the 
Tablets and took his brother by his head to pull him towards him. 
r Aaron 1 « said: ‘Son of my mother, take me not by the beard, or 
the head! I was fearful that you would say: “You have divided the 
Children of Israel, but you have not observed my word.”’» (20: 
94) Then he left Aaron and turned to the Samaritan and said: 
«‘What was your business, Samaritan?’ r ‘I beheld what they did 
not behold,’ he said, ‘and I seized a handful (of dust) from the 
Messenger’s track, and cast it into the thing. So my soul prompted 
me.’ ‘Depart!’ said Moses. ‘It shall be yours all this life to cry 
“Untouchable!” And thereafter a tryst awaits you which you 
cannot fail to keep. Behold your God, to whom all the day you 
were cleaving! We will surely bum it 1 and scatter its ashes into the 
sea. . . .’ » (20: 95-6) Then he took it and slit it. 
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Then he filed it down ( haraqa-hu bi- l-mibrad) and scattered it in 
the sea, and wherever the sea flowed that day there was something 
of it in it. Then Moses said to them: ‘Drink from it!’ So they 
drank, and gold exuded on the moustachefs 1 of those who drank it 
who had loved it. And that is when He says: «and they were made 
to drink the Calf in their hearts for their unbelief* (2: 93). When 
the Children of Israel were dumbfounded on Moses’ arrival, and 
saw that they had gone astray, they said: «‘If our Lord has not 
mercy on us, and forgives us not, surely we shall be of the lost.’* 
(7 : *49) But God refused to accept the repentance of the Children 
of Israel, except on the condition, to which they were averse, that 
He should fight them when they worshipped the Calf. So Moses 
said to them: «‘My people, you have done wrong against 
yourselves by taking the Calf; now turn to your Creator and slay 
one another.’* (...) So they drew up in two rows and fought each 
other with swords. 

Those who had worshipped it and those who had not 
worshipped it fought each other with swords, and those of the 
two groups who were killed became martyrs, until there was a 
great killing so that they were about to be annihilated. There were 
seventy thousand of them killed, until Moses and Aaron called 
out: ‘Our Lord, the Children of Israel have perished! Our Lord, 
‘‘spare 1 the rest, r spare n the rest!’ Then He ordered them to lay 
down their arms, and He turned to them. Those who were killed 
became martyrs, and those who remained were atoned before 
Him. This is Implied in 1 His words: «and He turned to you; truly 
He turns, and is All-compassionate. » [937] 

(••) 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

When Moses had returned to his people, and had filed down 
(haraqa) the Calf and scattered it in the sea, and had gone out to his 
Lord with those of his people he had chosen, and the thunderbolt 
had taken them, 3 and then they had been revived, Moses asked his 
Lord for forgiveness for the Children of Israel for having 
worshipped the Calf. Then He said: ‘No! Not unless they slay each 
other.’ (...) It has reached us that they said to Moses: ‘We accept 
the command of God with patience.’ So Moses ordered those who 
had not worshipped the Calf to kill those who had worshipped it. 
So they sat down in the courtyards, and the people unsheathed 
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their swords against them and set about killing them. And Moses 

wept, and the women and children gathered around him to seek 

forgiveness for them. So He turned to them and forgave them. 

And Moses ordered that the sword should be lifted from them. 

[ 944 ] 

(...) 

«That will be better for you before your Creator*: Your 
repentance by killing each other, and your obedience to your Lord, 
will be better for you before your Lord, because you will thereby be 
saved from the punishment of God in the Hereafter for your sins, and 
you will thereby merit reward from Him. 

As for His words « r a n nd He turned to you*, i.e., for your killing each 
other as He commanded you, this is r a case of 1 ellipsis where the 
ostensive text can do without what is omitted, for the meaning of the 
passage is: Now turn to your Creator and slay one another; that will be 
better for you before your Creator; so you turned, and He turned to 
you. And the mention of His words ‘so you turned’ is omitted, since 
there is a clear indication in His words « Vnd He turned to you » of the 
need for ‘so you turned’. 

(...) 

1 See Exeg. 2: 37-8, p. 265. 

2 «‘. . . and He will turn to you . . is another interpretation of this passage, different to the 
one Tabari prefers. 

3 See Exeg. 2: 55, p. 332. 
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w d i/i iu' 'cj£ 3 3-33 *plii i]i 

Ojl&j J&fj iifdJi 


qultum ya-Musa lan nu’mina la-ka hatta nara ’ llaha jahratan 
fa-akhadhat-kumu ’ l-sa iqatu wa-antwn tanzuruna 

And when you said: ‘Moses, we will not believe you till we see 
God openly’; and the thunderbolt took you while you were 

beholding. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH QULTUM YA-MUSA 
LAN MU’ MINA LA-KA HATTA NARA ’ LLAHA JAHRATAN 

If And remember also when you said: ‘Moses, we will not attest 
your truthfulness nor acknowledge what you have brought us until we 
have seen God openly with our own eyes [see =>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas, 948; 
and=>Qatada, 950J, with the screen between us and Him lifted, and the 
covering separating us and Him removed, so that we may look on Him 
with our eyes as the well is seen without turbidity (i tujharu ).’ 

This is when the water in r a welP is clouded by mud, and what is 
concealed becomes r gradually~i clarified until the water becomes visible 
and pure; one then says: ‘I saw (Jahartu ) the well without turbidity.’ 
Because of this one says ‘So-and-so made something public (Jahara 
bi-’l-amr)\ when he exposed it to view and declared it openly [see =>Ibn 
'Abbas, 947J.J 
(...) 

Thus He reminded them of the disputatiousness of their forefathers, 
and of the insincerity of their forebears towards their prophets, despite 
the many times they observed the signs and warnings of God, by the 
least of which their hearts were appeased, and through which their 
souls gained confidence. That is to say that, despite the succession of 
proofs for them and the abundance of blessings from God towards 
them, one time they asked their prophet to give them a god other than 
Allah, one time they worshipped the Calf to the exclusion of God, and 
one time they said: ‘We will not attest your truthfulness till we see God 
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openly. And another time they said to him, when they were called 
upon to fight: « ‘Go forth, you and your Lord, and do battle; we will be 
sitting here.’* (5: 24) And one time they were told: «‘ r S' l ay: “Unbur- 
dening”, and enter in at the gate, prostrating, and We will forgive you 
your transgressions’* (7: 161), and they said: ‘Wheat in a barleycorn!’, 
and entered in at the gate on their buttocks. 1 And so on with the deeds 
by which they harmed their prophet, which would take much space to 
enumerate. 

Thus our Lord notified the Jews of the Children of Israel who were 
around the abode of exile of the Messenger of God r , Medina 1 , whom 
He addressed with these verses, that, in their giving Muhammad the 
lie, denying his prophethood, refraining from acknowledging him and 
what he brought, despite their knowledge of him and their acquain- 
tance with the truth of his affair, they were only doing what their 
forebears and forefathers, whose stories He had set forth for them in 
detail, had been doing when they renounced their religion time after 
time, and pounced upon their prophet, Moses, again and again, despite 
the greatness of God’s trial for them and the abundance of his blessings 
towards them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-AKHADHAT-KUMU ’l-$A’ IQATU 
WA-ANTUM TANZURUNA 

[T]: FIRST OPINION 

=>Qatada: 

r It means 1 they died. [951] 

=f.Al-RabI* r b. Anas 1 : 

r It means 1 they heard a sound and were thunderstruck ( sa'iqii ), 
meaning ‘they died’. [952] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Al-SuddT: 

The thunderbolt was a fire. [953] 

THIRD OPINION 
=>Ibn Ishaq: 

A convulsion took hold of them, and this is the ‘thunderbolt’, then 
they all died. [954] 
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Sura 2, verse 56 


tabari’s commentary: The original meaning of sa'iqa is 
anything terrifying which Someone 1 sees or witnesses, or which 
happens to him — be it a sound or a fire or an earthquake or a 
convulsion — , as a result of the terror and awesomeness of which he 
perishes and is destroyed, or he loses his mind and his understanding is 
inundated, or he loses some organ. Among the things which indicate 
that someone can be ‘thunderstruck’ ( mas'uq ) and still be alive and not 
dead are His words: «and Moses fell down thunderstruck » (7: 143), 
meaning ‘in a swoon’. J It is clear that when Moses swooned and was 
thunderstruck he did not die, because God said about him that when he 
recovered he said: «‘I repent before You.’* (7: 143) . . . 

By « while you were beholding* He means: While you were 
beholding the thunderbolt which fell upon you. He means: The 
thunderbolt took you visibly and openly while you were looking at it. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 59, pp. 339-40. 


2: 56 

\ ° * 

Oj 

thumma ba'athna-kum min ba'di mauti-kum laalla-kum tashkurfma 

Then We revived you after you were dead, so that you might be 

thankful. 


[t]: first opinion: By his words « r t n hen We revived ( ba'atha ) you» 
He means ‘then We brought you back to life’. The original meaning of 
ba 'th is ‘to rouse something from its place’, and because of this one says: 

‘ So-and-so stirred (ba ' atha ) his riding camel’ , and when he roused it for the 
journey from where it was kneeling. J . . . And because of this the Day 
of the Resurrection is called ‘the Day of the Awakening (yaum al-ba'th)' 
because it is the day when the people will be roused from their graves 
to the Station of the Reckoning. 

By « after you were dead* He means ‘after you died from the 
thunderbolt which destroyed you’. 

r As for" 1 His words «so that you might be thankful*, He means: We 
did this to you so that you might thank Me for My favour towards you 
which I bestowed by bringing you to life, and thus preserving you, so 


that you might turn from the greatness of your sin to repentance, after I 
had inflicted My punishment on you by the thunderbolt which I sent 
down to you, and causing you to die for the greatness of your offence 
between you and your Lord. 

This is based on the interpretation of those who interpreted « thumma 
ba'athna-kum* as ‘then We revived you’. 

second opinion: Others said [see =^A 1 -Suddl, 955, and also, 
below, 958]: ‘The meaning of « thumma ba'athna-kum » is “then We sent 
you as prophets”.’ 

jabarI’s comment: The interpretation of the passage according 
to al-SuddTs interpretation is: Then the thunderbolt took you; then 
We revived you after you were dead while you beheld our reviving 
you after you were dead; then We revived you as prophets so that you 
might be thankful. Al-SuddI claims that this is r a case of" 1 hysteron 
proteron. [See => Al-SuddI, 956, and below, 958.] 

But the ostensive reading indicates the opposite of this interpret- 
ation, and, moreover, the consensus of the interpreters is for declaring it 
mistaken. According to the interpretation which we have related from 
al-Suddl, the meaning of His words «so that you might be thankful* 
would have to be ‘so that you might be thankful for My making 
prophets out of you’. 

The reason for them saying to Moses what God stated that they said 
to him, viz., « r W" l e will not believe you till we see God openly*, is: 

=^Muhammad b. Ishaq: 

When Moses had returned to his people, had seen the worship of 
the Calf in which they were engaged, had said to his brother and 
the Samaritan what he said, and had filed down the Calf and 
scattered it in the sea, he chose seventy men from them, the most 
noble, and said: ‘Hurry to God and repent before Him for what 
you have done, and ask Him to forgive those of your people you 
have left behind. Fast and purify yourselves and your garments.’ 
Then he went out with them to Mount Sinai for a meeting which 
his Lord had appointed for him; and he did not use to come to 
Him except with His permission and knowledge. And the seventy 
said to him — in what has been mentioned to me — when they had 
done what he had ordered them to do and had gone out to meet 
his Lord: ‘Moses, beseech your Lord for us that we might hear the 
speech of our Lord.’ He said: ‘I will.’ When Moses came near to 
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the mountain, a pillar of cloud fell on it so that the whole 
mountain was enveloped. So Moses went near and entered into it, 
and said to his people: ‘Come close!’ 

When Moses used to speak with his Lord, there would appear 
on his forehead a brilliant light which no human being could gaze 
on; so a veil was set up behind him, and the people came near till, 
when they entered the cloud, they fell down in prostration. Then 
they heard Him speaking with Moses, commanding him and 
forbidding him: ‘Do this’ and ‘Don’t do that.’ When He had 
finished commanding him, the cloud was lifted from Moses. Then 
he turned to them, and they said to him: «‘ r W 1 e will not believe 
till we see God openly.’* 

Then the trembling took them — this was the thunderbolt — 
r and their spirits were suddenly given up, 1 and they died all 
together. Moses began to implore his Lord, to call upon Him, and 
to adjure Him, saying: ‘My Lord, if You had willed, You would 
have destroyed them before, and me, when they were insolent. 
Will You destroy the Children of Israel behind me for what the 
insolent among us were doing?’ — He meant: ‘This will surely be 
their destruction.’ — ‘I have chosen seventy men from them, the 
most noble, and I shall return to r the Children of Israel 1 with not a 
single one of them with me. After that, how will they r be able to 1 
believe in me, and what will they entrust to me? We have 
repented unto You.’ 1 And Moses went on imploring his Lord, 
beseeching Him, and begging Him, until He returned their spirits 
to them. Then he asked Him to forgive the Children of Israel for 
having worshipped the Calf, but He said: ‘No, not unless they kill 
one another!’ [957] 

=>Al-SuddT: 

When the Children of Israel had repented of their worship of the 
Calf, and God had forgiven them as a result of r their 1 killing each 
other as He had ordered them to do, God commanded Moses to 
come to Him in the company of some people of the Children of 
Israel who would apologize to Him for having worshipped the 
Calf, and He appointed a time for them. So Moses chose seventy 
men from his people of his own choosing, then he went with them 
in order that they might apologize. 

When they reached that place, they said: « ‘We will not believe 
you till we have seen God openly*; you have spoken with him, so 


show Him to us.’ Then the thunderbolt took them and they died. 
Then Moses began to wail and to call upon his Lord, saying: ‘My 
Lord, what shall I say to the Children of Israel when 1 come to 
them, when You have destroyed the choice among them? «My 
Lord, had You willed You would have destroyed them before, 
and me. Will You destroy us for what the insolent among us have 
done?’* (7: 155) Then God inspired Moses with r these words 1 : 
‘These seventy are from those who took to themselves the Calf.’ 
And this was when Moses said: «‘This is only Your trial, whereby 
You lead astray whom You will, and guide whom You will. . . . 
r W 1 e have repented unto You.’* (7: 155-6) These are His words: 
«And when you said: ‘Moses, we will not believe you till we see 
God openly’; and the thunderbolt took you*. 

Then God brought them back to life, and man by man they 
stood up and were alive, some of them seeing how others were 
brought to life; and they said: ‘Moses, you call upon God, and He 
never fails to give you what you ask of Him. So call upon Him to 
make us prophets.’ So he called upon God, and He made them 
prophets. These are His words: «Then We revived you after you 
were dead*; however, one r part of this 1 utterance has been put 
first, and another has been put afterwards. 2 [958] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

When Moses had returned from his Lord with the Tablets, the 
Torah having been written on them, had found them worship- 
ping the Calf, and had ordered them to kill each other, and when 
they had done this and God had forgiven them, he said to them: 
‘On these Tablets is God’s scripture; on them is His command 
which He commands you to do, and His prohibition which He 
forbids you to do.’ They said: ‘Who will take it at your word? No, 
by God, not until we see God openly, •"not 1 until God becomes 
visible to us, and says: “This is My scripture: take it.” Why does 
He not speak to us as He spoke to You, Moses, and say: “This is 
My scripture: take it”?’(...) Then there was an outburst of wrath 
from God, and a thunderbolt came to them after they had 
repented, and they were thunderstruck and died all together. (...) 
Then God brought them back to life after they had died. (...) 
«Then We revived you after you were dead, so that you might be 
thankful. » 

Then Moses said to them: ‘Take God’s scripture!’, and they 
said: ‘No!’ He said: ‘Whatever has happened to you?’ They said: 
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‘What has happened is that we died and then came back to life.’ 
He said: ‘Take God’s scripture!’, and they said ‘No!’ So God sent 
angels, and they upturned the mountain over them. [959] 

=>A 1 -Rabi* b. Anas, concerning «and the thunderbolt took you»: 

They were the seventy whom Moses chose and who went forth 
with him. (...) They heard speech, and said: «‘We will not believe 
in you till we see God openly.’ » (...) Then they heard a voice and 
were thunderstruck — meaning ‘they died’ — and these are His 
words: «Then We revived you after you were dead», and they 
were revived after they had been dead, because this death of theirs 
had been a punishment for them, and they were revived for the 
rest of their appointed times. [961; see also =>Qatada, 960] 

This is what has been transmitted concerning the reason for their 
saying to Moses: «‘We will not believe in you till we see God openly.’ » 
But we have no Tradition r from the Prophet or a Companion 
confirming 1 2 the correctness of anything said by any of those whose 
opinion about their saying this to Moses we have quoted by which an 
incontrovertible proof could be established, although it is conceivable 
that this was part of what the r Children of Israel 1 said. Since there is no 
such Tradition establishing a proof, the proper thing to say about this 
is: God stated that Moses’ people said to him: « ‘Moses, we will not 
believe in you till we see God openly’ », as He stated. God said this about 
them to those to whom these verses are addressed as a reproof to them 
for their unbelief in Muhammad, and His proof was set up against 
those against whom He set His argument. But no one whom it reaches 
has any need to know the reason which motivated them to say this. . . . 

1 For this passage refer to 7: 15 5-6. 

2 See the second opinion in the exegesis of this verse. 
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wa-zallalna 'alay-kumu * l-ghamama wa-anzalna r alay-kumu ’/- 
tnanna wa-l-salwa kulu min taiyibati tna razaqna-kum wa-ma 
zalamu-na wa-lakin kanu anfusa-hum yazlimuna 

And We spread the overcast to shade you, and We sent down 
manna and quails upon you: ‘Eat of the good things with which 
We have provided you.’ And they worked no wrong upon Us, 
but themselves they wronged. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ZALLALNA 

‘ alay-kumu ’l-ghamama 

‘And We spread the overcast ( ghamam ) to shade you» is connected to 
His words « Then We revived you after you were dead», and thus: 

If Then We revived you after you were dead and spread the 
overcast to shade you — and He enumerates for them the other blessings 
He bestowed upon them — so that you might be thankful. 

Ghamam is the plural ofghamama, just as sahab is the plural of sahaba 
( = cloud). Ghamam is that which overcasts (ghamma) the sky and covers 
it with clouds and dark dust and other things which veil it from the 
eyes of gazers. The Arabs call everything which is obscured maghmum. 

It has been said that the ghamam which God spread as shade for the 
Children of Israel was not cloud. 

=>Mujahid: 

r « Ghamam is not clouds. It is the veil in which God comes on the 
Day of the Resurrection; it was only invisible 1 to them. [963; see 
also 962] 

(••) 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r «Ghamam » 1 is a veil cooler than this r ordinary cloud 1 and more 
pleasant. It is what God comes in on the Day of the Resurrection, 
in His words: «in the cloud-shadows (ft zulalin mina ’l-ghamami) » 

(2: 210). It is what the angels came in on the day of r the battle of 1 
Badr, 1 (...) and it was with them in the wilderness. [965] 

If the meaning of «ghamam » is as we have described . . ., then . . . what 
God described as ghamam is no more likely to have been a cloud than r it 
is to have been 1 something else which covered the face of the sky. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANZALNA 
* ALA Y-K UM U ’l-MA NNA 

[t]: «manna » : first opinion 
=>Mujahid: 

Manna is resin. [966, 967] 

=*-Qatada: 

The manna which was sent to them was like ice. [968] 
second opinion: Others said that it was a drink: 

=>Al-RabT‘ b. Anas: 

Manna was a drink like honey which descended on them, and they 
mixed it with water and then drank it. [969] 

third opinion: Others said that manna was honey : 

^>Ibn Zaid: 

Manna is honey that was sent down to them from the sky. [970] 
=>‘Amir: 

This honey of yours is one of the seventy parts of manna. [971} 
fourth opinion: And others said that manna is thin bread: 

=>‘Abd al-Samad: 

I heard Wahb, who was asked ‘What is manna?’, say: ‘It is bread of 
the flat kind, like r bread of 1 sorghum or white flour. [972; see 995 
below] 


fifth opinion: And others said that manna was ginger ( zanjabil ): 
=>Al-SuddT: 

Manna used to fall r as dew 1 upon the ginger plant. [973] 

sixth opinion: Others said that manna is r a substance 1 which falls 
r as dew 1 on trees fand 1 which people eat: 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Manna was sent down onto their trees, and they fed on it and ate 
of it what they wanted. [974; see also =>'Ammar, 975, 977] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

Manna is what falls from the sky onto trees and which people eat. 
[ 976 ] 

seventh opinion: It is also said that manna is turanjabin . 2 

eighth opinion: And some said that manna is what falls r as dew 1 
on panic grass ( thumam ) and r the grass 1 Asclepias gigantea ( f ushar), which 
is sweet like honey. 

ninth opinion: Traditions from the Messenger of God make it 
clear that he said: 

Truffles (kam’a) come from manna, and the juice of them is a 
remedy for the eyes. 3 [978] 

tenth opinion: And some said that manna is a sweet drink which 
used to be cooked and drunk. 

eleventh opinion: Umaiya b. Abi ’1— Salt, in Tone 1 of his 
poemT*, takes it to be honey. . . . He takes the manna which was sent 
down to them to be dripping honey ( ‘asal ndtif ). 4 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’l-SALWA 

Saliva is the name of a bird which is similar to the quail ( sumdna ); the 
singular and the plural is the same word, just as sumana is a word whose 
singular and plural is the same. It has been said that the singular of salwa 
is salwdt. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas, =>Ibn Mas'ud, and =>A group of Companions of 
the Prophet: 
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The salwa is a bird similar to the quail. [979] 

=>Al-SuddT: 

The salwa was a bird bigger than the quail. [980] 

=*-Qatada: 

The salwa is a bird which the south wind swept into a flock for 
them. [981] 

(••) 

=>'Abd al-Samad: 

I heard Wahb, who was asked ‘What is the salwaV, say: ‘It is a 
plump bird like a pigeon.’ [984; see 995 below] 

(••) 

=>'Amir: 

The salwa is a quail. [987, 989. See also =>Ibn 'Abbas, 988; and 
=>A1-Dahhak, 990] 

Question: Why did God spread the overcast as shade and send 
manna and quails for these people? 

reply: The scholars differed about this, and we shall quote what we 
have from them. 

=>Al-SuddT: 

When God had forgiven the people of Moses, and had brought to 
life the seventy whom Moses had chosen, after He had made them 
die, God commanded them to proceed to Jericho, which is the 
region of Jerusalem. So they proceeded there, until, when they 
were near them, Moses sent forth twelve leaders; and God has 
narrated what happened to them, and to the tyrants, and to the 
people of Moses, in His Book. 

Then Moses people said to him: « Go forth, you and your 
Lord, and do battle; we will be sitting here.’» Then Moses became 
angry and prayed against them, saying: «‘0 my Lord, I rule no 
one except myself and my brother. So divide between us and the 
people of the ungodly.’ » But this was precipitate on the part of 
Moses, and God said: «‘Then it shall be forbidden them for 40 
years, while they are wandering in the earth ». Then, when 
wandering in the wilderness was imposed on them, Moses was 


struck with remorse, and r those oT* his people who were with him 
and obedient to him came to him and said: ‘What have you done 
with us?’ And when he was struck with remorse, God inspired in 
him ^lyo not grieve for the people of the ungodly’ » (5: 24-6), 
i.e., ‘Do not be sorrowful for the people whom you call ungodly.’ 
So he was not sorrowful. 

Then they said: ‘Moses, how are we to get water here? Where 
is r our 1 food?’ So God sent down to them manna— and it fell r as 
dew" 1 on the plant of turanjabin *— and salwa — and this is a bird like 
a quail. And one of them would come and observe the bird, and if 
it was plump he would kill it, and if not he would let it go and 
when it became plump he would come r back 1 to it. Then they 
said: ‘This is food, but where is r our» drink?’ And Moses was 
commanded, and he struck the rock with his staff, and twelve 
springs gushed forth from it; and each tribe drank from a spring. 
Then they said: This is food and drink, but where is four"* shade?’ 
So the overcast was spread over them as shade. Then they said: 
‘This is the shade, but where are rour" 1 clothes?’ So their garments 
grew longer with them just as children grow, and none of their 
garments wore out. 

And these are His words: « And We spread the overcast to shade 
you, and We sent down manna and quails upon you»; and His 
words: « And when Moses sought water for his people, so We said: 
‘Strike the rock with your staff’; and there gushed forth from it 
twelve fountains; all the people knew their drinking-place. » (2: 60) 
[991, 996. See also =^-Ibn Ishaq, 992] 

=>Al-RabT' b. Anas: 

He spread the overcast to shade them in the wilderness, it 
being between five or six parasangs in extent. When it was 
morning they would set out early, and in the evening they 
would be in the place from which they had set out. Thus it was 
with them for 40 years. (...) In that time manna and quails 
were sent down to them, and their garments did not become 
worn. And there was a rock from Mount rSinai" 1 with them 
which they carried with them, and whenever they stopped, 
Moses struck it with his staff and twelve springs gushed forth 
from it. [993, 994] 

* Sh. & Sh., II, 98, I. 8: turanjibm. 
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=>'Abd al-$amad: 

I heard Wahb r b. Munabbih 1 say: ‘When God forbade the 
Children of Israel to enter Palestine for 40 years, r during which 1 
they wandered in the land, they complained to Moses, saying: 
“What shall we eat?” And he said: “God will bring you what you 
will eat.” They said: “Where will we r get it 1 from? Unless He 
causes bread to rain down on us!” He said: “God will send down 
baked bread to you.” Then manna was sent down to them.’ 

Wahb was asked: ‘What is manna?’ He said: ‘Bread of the flat 
kind, like r bread of 1 sorghum or white flour.’ 

‘They said: “What shall we flavour it with? Is there any 
alternative to meat for us?” He said: “God will bring it for you.” 
They said: “Where will we r get it 1 from? Unless the wind brings it 
for us!” He said: “The wind will bring it for you.” And the wind 
brought them salwa.' 

Wahb was asked: ‘What is the salwa? He said: ‘It is a plump 
bird like the pigeon. It came to them and they partook of it from 
one sabbath to another.’ 

‘They said: “What shall we wear?” He said: “Not a single one 
of you will wear out his garment for 40 years.” They said: “What 
shall we wear on our feet?” He said: “Not a single one of you will 
break the thong of his sandle for 40 years.” They said: “And if 
children are bom among us, what shall we clothe them in?” He 
said: “The garment of the child will grow up with him.” They 
said: “Where will we get water from?” He said: “God will bring it 
to you.” They said: “Where from? Unless it comes forth for us 
from the rock!” Then God commanded Moses to strike the rock 
with his staff. They said: “How can we see! Darkness covers us!” 
So He struck a column of light for them in the middle of their 
gathering which lit up all their assembly. They said: “How shall 
we protect ourselves from the sun, if it shines fiercely down on 
us?” He said: “God will spread the overcast to shade you.”’ [995] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

‘Abd Allah b. *Abbas said: ‘In the wilderness, clothes which did 
not become worn or dirty were created for them.’ 

If a man took more manna and quails than he needed to eat in 
one day, it went bad, unless they took on Friday food for 
Saturday, when it did not go bad. [997] 


t 


Sura 2 , verse 57 333 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KULU MIN TAIYIBATI 
MA RAZA QNA-KUM 

This is one r of those cases 1 where the ostensive wording is able to 
indicate what has been omitted from it. That is to say, the 
interpretation of the verse is: And We spread the overcast to shade you, 
and We sent down manna and quails upon you, and We said to you: 
‘Eat of the good things with which We have provided you.’ And 
mention of His words ‘and We said to you’ has been omitted, because 
of what we have explained about the ostensive wording indicating it in 
the speech. 

§ Of two possible interpretations of «taiyibat »~^ either ‘enjoyable things’ or 
‘licit things’ — Tabari prefers the first, since the word describes the pleasant 
means of living which God gave the Children of Israel. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA -MA ZALAMU-NA 
WA-LAKIN KANV ANFUSA-HUM YAZLIM UNA 

This is also one r of the cases 1 where the ostensive wording is able to 
indicate what has been omitted from it. For the meaning of the passage 
is: ‘Eat of the good things with which We have provided you’; but they 
went against Our command to them and disobeyed their Lord, and 
against Our Messenger to them, but « they worked no wrong against Us *. 
Thus, through the ostensive wording, He dispensed with what has been 
omitted. . . . 

IF « And they worked no wrong upon Us»: They did not put this 
deed of theirs and their disobedience to Us where it would harm Us or 
diminish Us, but instead they placed it amongst themselves where it 
harmed and diminished them. 5 [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 998.] 

(...) 

Thus no one’s disobedience harms our Lord, no one’s injustice 
encroaches upon His reserves, nor does anyone’s obedience benefit 
Him, nor anyone’s justice increase His Kingdom. The unjust person 
wrongs but himself, the disobedient diminishes his own portion, the 
obedient benefits his own self, and the just gains his own portion. 

1 See 8: 9. 

2 A manna-like excrescence of the camel-thom { Alhagi maurorum), which was thought by 
Muslim botanists to fall as dew onto this plant. 

3 Tabari gives this Tradition without any chain of transmission, but it is an attested Tradition 
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which many narrators transmitted from the Prophet (see Sh. &. Sh II 94 n 2) 
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qulna ’ dkhulu hadhihi 'l-qaryata fa-kulu mitt-ha haithu 
shi turn raghadan wa-’dkhulu ’l-baba sujjadatt wa-qulii hittatun 
naghfir la-kum khatdyd-kum wa-sa-nazTdu ’l-muhsimna 


And when We said: ‘Enter this township, and eat easefully of it 
wherever you will, and enter in at the gate prostrating, and say: 
r It is an" 1 unburdening”: We will forgive you your transgres- 
sions, and increase the good-doers.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF W A—IDH QULNA ’DKHULU 
HADHIHI ’ L-QARYATA 

The « township# which God commanded them to enter and to eat 
easefully of wherever they willed, is, according to what has been 
quoted to us, Jerusalem (Bait al-Maqdis). [^Qatada, 999; ^Al-SuddT, 
1600; =>A 1 -Rabi' b. Anas, 1001.] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

This is Jericho, which is nearby Jerusalem. [1002] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-KULU MIN-HA HAITHU SHl’TUM 

RAGHADAN 

If Eat Tyour 1 sustenance, healthily and extensively, from this 
township, wherever you wish, without account. 

We have explained the meaning of raghd ( = ease) previously in our 
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book, and have there quoted the opinions of the interpreters about it. 1 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’DKHULU ’ L-BABA SUJJADAN 

As for «the gate* which they were commanded to enter at, it is said 
fthaf 1 it is the Gate of Unburdening (Bab al-Hitta) in Jerusalem. 

=>Mujahid: 

r It is 1 the Gate of Unburdening, part of the Gate of Tliya’ in 
Jerusalem. [1003, 1004] 

(••) 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« HPnter at the gate prostrating*; it was one of the gates of 
Jerusalem which was called the Gate of Unburdening. (...) 

« Prostrating* 'means' 1 ‘bowing to the ground ( rukka, sing, rakiy. 
[1006] 

(••) 

The basic meaning o £ sujud (= prostration) is ‘to bow’ (inhind*) to 
whoever is prostrated to and thereby glorified. Whoever bows to 
something to glorify it is 'called' 1 a sdjid.% This is why Ibn ‘Abbas 
interpreted «sujjadan» as ‘bowing to the ground’, although someone 
who prostrates bows more intensely than r does a raki' 1 . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF W A—QULU HITT A TUN 

The interpretation of His expression « hitta* r is that it is a noun of the 
form 1 Ji' la from r the verb hatta 1 as in the expression ‘God unburdened 
(hatta) you of your transgressions’ 

[t]: first opinion: Some of them said the same as we have said 
about it: 

=>A 1 -Hasan al-Ba$n and Qatada: 

It means: ‘Unburden us of our transgressions.’ [1009] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

« ‘ r A n nd say: ” r It is an - * unburdening” ’ », by which God unburdens 
you of your sin and transgression. [1010. See also =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 
ioii; =>A 1 -Rabl b. Anas, 1013; ^Ibnjuraij, 1014] 



336 


Sura 2, verse 58 


Sura 2, verse 58 


337 


=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Hitta r means n ‘forgiveness’, [1012] 

second opinion: Others said that it meant: ‘Say: “There is no 
god but Allah’” [=>*Ikrima, 1015], as if they interpreted it thus: ‘Say 
what unburdens you of your transgressions, which is the statement 
“There is no god but Allah.’” 

third opinion: Others gave the same meaning as 'Ikrima, except 
that they believed that what they were commanded to say was to ask 
for God’s forgiveness. [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1016.] 

fourth opinion: Others said the same as Tkrima, except that 
what they were commanded to say was ‘This command is true as you 
were told.’ [^-Ibn 'Abbas, 1017] 

[l]: why « HITTA » IS IN THE NOMINATIVE: FIRST OPINION: 
Some Ba$ran grammarians said ^hat 1 hitta is in the nominative 
with the meaning: Say: ‘Let there be an unburdening of our sins 
from You.’ . . . 

second opinion: Other r Ba$ran grammarians 1 said it was a 
word which God commanded them to say in the nominative, and He 
imposed upon them to say it thus. 

third opinion: Some Kufan grammarians said r that 1 hitta is in 
the nominative due to an ellipsis of r the pronoun 1 ‘this’, as if He had 
said: Say <r This is 1 an unburdening’. 

FOURTH opinion: Other r Kufan grammarians 1 said rthat 1 it is 
nominative with an ellipsis, with the sense of the predicate, as if He had 
said: Say that which is an unburdening, and ‘unburdening’ is then the 
predicate of ‘that which’. 

TAbarI’s opinion: That which, in my view, is nearest to being 
correct concerning this, and closest to the ostensive meaning of the 
Book is that hitta is in the nominative with the intended rmeaning 1 of 
an omitted predicate which the ostensive reading points to, which is: 
‘Our entering at the gate prostrating is an unburdening.’ This rsingle 1 
word saves repeating what the ostensive meaning of the Revelation 
indicates, which is His words ‘Our entering at the gate prostrating’, as 
when He said: «And when a certain nation of them said: ‘Why do you 


admonish a people God is about to destroy or to chastise with a terrible 
chastisement?’ They said: ‘An excuse to your Lord’ » (7: 164), meaning: 
‘Our admonishing them is an excuse to your Lord.’ . . . This opinion 
corresponds to the interpretation of al-Rabl* b. Anas, Ibn Juraij, and 
Ibn Zaid, which we have quoted above. 

According to the interpretation which ' Ikrima gives r in the second 
opinion above 1 , it would be necessary to read hitta in the accusative, 
because if the people had been commanded to say ‘There is no god but 
Allah’ or ‘We ask God’s forgiveness’, they would have been told to say 
these words, and ‘Say’ would then have been transitive with hitta as its 
object, because hitta, according to the opinion of 'Ikrima, was the 
words ‘There is no god but Allah’. . . . However, in the consensus to 
recite hitta in the nominative is a clear demonstration of the contrary 
of what 'Ikrima said .... Similarly, according to the interpretation we 
have narrated from al-Hasan and Qatada . . ., it would be necessary to 
read hitta in the accusative, because the Arabs are used to putting the 
verbal noun into the accusative when they use it in place of a verb and 
omit the verb.J 2 

the interpretation of naghfir la-kum 

^1 We will cover your transgressions with Mercy, and conceal what 
you have done, and We will not shame you with punishment for them. 

The basic meaning of ghafr ( = forgiveness) is ‘covering’ and 
‘concealing’; whatever conceals something is its ghajir. Thus the iron 
helmet which is put on the head as protection is called a mighfar, because 
it covers the head and protects it. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KHATAYA-KUM 

§ There are two forms of the Arabic word for ‘transgression’, khati’a and 
khattya, the first with a hatrtza (’, the glottal stop) and the second without; 
Tabari explains that khataya is the plural of khatiya, and is used because the 
singular without the hamza is more common than the singular with it. He 
points out that the correct plural of khatt’a would be khata'T or khati’at. The 
verb khati’a is used when someone deviates from the way of truth. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-SA-NAZIDU ’ L-MUHSININA 

The interpretation of this is what has been narrated to us from Ibn 
'Abbas: 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

* increase the good-doers »: whosoever among you has done 

good will have his good deeds increased, and We will forgive the 
transgressions of whosoever among you has transgressed. [1018] 

★ * ★ 


If 2: 58 in toto: And fremember 1 2 when We said to you ‘Enter this 
township, with every good thing in it lawful for you and extended to 
you without account. Enter at the gate prostrating, and say: “This 
prostration of ours before God is an unburdening of our sins from our 
Lord .... We will cover the sins of the sinners among you and conceal 
what they have done, and unburden them of their heavy loads; and We 
will increase the good-doers among you with good deeds over and 
above the previous good We did for him.’ 

In the next verse,"' God speaks about their tremendous foolishness, 
their disobedience towards their Lord, their rebellion against their 
prophets, their derision of the Messengers, despite God’s great blessings 
towards them and the wonders of His signs and warnings which He 
showed them. He thereby warns their descendants, who were 
addressed by these verses, instructing them that if they transgressed in 
their giving Muhammad the lie and denying his prophethood, despite 
God’s great beneficence towards them in sending him to them and the 
wonders of the proofs that He manifested through him among them, 
they would be like their ancestors whose nature He described, and 
whose story He narrated to us in these verses. . . . 

1 See Exeg. 2: 3 5, p. 246. 

2 Tabari also gives *maadha ’ llahi » as an example of this kind of grammatical construction. The 
word •ma’adha* ( = refuge) is a verbal noun in the accusative, and the whole phrase, according to 
him, stands for ‘We seek refuge in God.’ 
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fa-baddala ’lladhina zalamu qawlan ghaira ’ lladht qila la-hum 
fa-anzalna 'ala ’lladhina zalamu rijzan mina ’l-sama'i bi-ma kdnu 

yajsuquna 

Then the evil-doers substituted a saying other than that which 
had been said to them; so We sent down upon the evil-diers an 
affliction out of heaven for their ungodliness. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-BADDALA ’ LLADHINA ZALAMU 
QAWLAN GHAIRA ’lLADHI QILA LA-HUM 

(...) 

=>Abu Huraira: 

The Messenger of God said: ‘God said to the Children of Israel: 
«“ r E 1 nter in at the gate, prostrating, and say: ‘Unburdening 
( hittatun )’; We will forgive you your transgressions.” » But they 
substituted r another behaviour for this 1 , and entered in at the gate 
crawling on their buttocks, saying: “A grain in a barleycorn 
(1 habbatun ft sha'xratun ).”’ [1019; and =>Abu Huraira and Ibn 
'Abbas, 1020, 1021; =>Qatada and al- Hasan al-Ba§rI, 1026, who 
have ‘crawling on their hips’. See also =*-Abu Huraira, 1022; =^>Ibn 
'Abbas, 1034, 1035] 

=>'Abd Allah r b. Mas'ud 1 : 

«‘ r E 1 nter in at the gate, prostrating, and say: “Unburdening 
(hittatun)”’ »; they said ‘Red wheat (hinta hamra ’) in which is 
barleycorn’. Then God sent down: «Then the evildoers substituted 
a saying other than that which had been said to them». [1023I 

=> Ibn 'Abbas: 

r « ‘Enter in at the gate, prostrating’* 1 , bowing to the ground at a 
small gate. But they began to go in by their buttocks, and to say: 
‘Wheat (hinta)’. That is r the meaning of 1 His words «Then the 
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evil-doers substituted a saying other than that which had been said 
to them». [1024; and 1025] 

=*»Mujahid: 

Moses commanded his people to enter the place of prostration 
(masjid) and to say Unburdening’, and the gate was made lower 
for them so that they would lower their heads, but they did not 
prostrate and entered on their buttocks as far as the mountain — 
this was the mountain to which its Lord had manifested 
himself and said: ‘Wheat’. This was the substitution ^about 1 
which God said: «Then the evil-doers substituted a saying other 
than that which had been said to them*. [1028; see also 1027] 

=>Ibn Mas'ud: 

They said: ‘ h-t-T s-m-q-a yd '-z-b-t h-z-ba\ r which means 1 ... ‘A 
pierced grain of red wheat in which is a black barleycorn’. That is 
r the meaning of 1 His words: «Then the evil-doers substituted a 
saying other than that which had been said to them*. [1029] 

(••) 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

«‘ r A 1 nd enter in at the gate, prostrating, and say: “ r It is an 1 
unburdening”* by which God will unburden you of your sins and 
transgressions.’ (...) But they ridiculed him — i.e., Moses — and 
said: ‘Moses plays around with us just as he likes. Hittatun , 
hittatunl What is hitattunV And they said to each other: ‘Wheat 
(hinta).' [1033] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION CF FA-ANZALNA 'ALA ’LLADHINA 
ZALAMU R1JZAN MINA ’L-SAMA'i 

1 « r S 1 o We sent down upon the evil-doers* — upon those who did 
what they should not have done when they substituted another saying 
for the saying which God had commanded them to say, and when they 
disobeyed Him concerning what He had commanded them to do and 
perpetrated what He had forbidden them to do — «an affliction out of 
heaven for their ungodliness. * 

Rijz in the Arabic language is ‘torment’, and it is different from 


Sura 2, verse 39 

Tujz.^ That is to say that rijz is ‘pustules’, from which comes the saying 
of the prophet concerning plague . . .: 

=>Usama b. Zaid: 

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
said: ‘This pain’ — or ‘sickness’ — ‘is pustules (rijz) with which 
some of the nations before you were afflicted.’ [1036] 

=>*Amir b. Sa'd: 

I witnessed Usama b. Zaid say before Sa‘d b. Malik: ‘The 
Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, said: 
“Plague is ‘pustules’ which were inflicted on those who were 
before you” — or “on the Children of Israel.”’ [1037] 

As an example for what we have said about the interpretation of 
this, •’here 1 is what the interpreters said: 

=>Qatada: 

r «Rijz* means 1 ‘ torment’. [103 8 J 

=>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya: 

Rijz is ‘wrath’. [1039] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

When the Children of Israel were told: « ‘ r E 1 nter in at the gate, 
prostrating, and say: “Unburdening”’ », and the evil-doers among 
them substituted a saying other than that which they had been 
told, God sent the plague upon them, and He did not leave a single 
one of them. (...) * r S 1 o We sent down upon the evil-doers an 
torment out of heaven for their ungodliness*. (...) The sons 
survived — and in them r was found 1 the excellence and worship 
which are ascribed to the Children of Israel, and the good — and all 
the fathers were destroyed; the plague destroyed them. [1040] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

Rijz is ‘torment’; and everything in the Qur’an which is rijz is 
‘torment’. [1041; see also =>Ibn*Abbas, 1042] 

We have shown that the interpretation of « rijz » is ‘torment’, but 
God’s torment can be of various kinds. God has stated that He sent 
down affliction from heaven on those whom we have described, and it 
is possible that this could be a plague or something else, but there is no 
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indication in the ostensive reading of the Qur’an or in any confirmed 

report from the Messenger as to which kind it was 

However, what Ibn Zaid said [1040] seems very likely to be sound 
because of the Tradition, which I mentioned, in which the Messenger 
of God states that the plague is an affliction, and that a people had been 

tormented with it before us But if I do not say that is certainly so, it 

is because the Tradition from the Messenger of God does not explain 
which nation was tormented by it. So it is possible that those so 
tormented were r a nation 1 other than those whom God described in 
r this verse 1 .... 

THE INTERPRETATION OF BI-MA KANU Y A FSUQUNA 

We have already shown in this book of ours that the meaning of «jisq» is 
‘departing from something’. 2 Therefore: 

If For their abandoning obedience to God and departing from it, 
'proceeding 1 to disobey Him and go against His command. 

1 For this latter, see 74: 5. 

2 See Exeg. 2: 26, p. 185 and [571). 
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wa-idhi 'stasqa Musa li-qaumi-hi ja-qulna ’ drib bi-'asa~ka ’l-hajara 
f a ~ n faj ara t tnin-hu 1 thnatd asharata 'ainan qad ‘ alima kullu unasin 
mashraba-hum kulii wa-’shrabu min rizqi ’llahi wa-la ta'thawfi ’l-ardi 

mufsidma 

And when Moses sought water for his people, so We said: ‘Strike 
the rock with your staff’; and there gushed forth from it twelve 
fountains; every people knew their drinking-place. ‘Eat and drink 
of God’s providing, and do not transgress upon the earth 
working corruption.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHI ’STASQA MUSA LI-QA UMI-HI 
FA-QULNA ’DRIB BI-'A§A-KA ’l-FIAJARA FA-’NFAJARAT 
MIN-HU ’THNATA 'ASHARATA AINAN 
QAD ' ALIMA KULLU UNASIN MASHRABA-HUM 

By His words «And when Moses sought water for his people* He 
means ‘And when Moses sought water from Us for his people’, i.e., He 
asked Us to give his people water to drink. He omitted to mention who 
was asked and what Moses asked for, because there is an indication of 
what has been left out in the ostensive wording that is given. 

Likewise, something has been dispensed with in His words « so We 
said: ‘Strike the rock with your staff’; and there gushed forth from it 
twelve fountains », because the apparent r text 1 indicates what has been 
omitted. For the meaning of the passage is: So We said: ‘Strike the rock 
with your staff’, and he struck it, and it gushed forth. Mention of the 
statement about Moses’ striking the rock was omitted, since the r words 
that are 1 mentioned indicate what is meant. 
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It is the same with His words « every people knew their 
drinking-place », for it means: Every people among them knew their 
drinking-place. He omitted to mention ‘among them’ because the 
rostensive 1 words point to it. 

(...) 

The people of Moses were the Children of Israel, whose story God 
narrated in these verses. r Moses 1 asked God to give them water to drink 
when they were wandering about in the wilderness. 

=>Qatada: 

This was when they were in the desert. They complained of thirst 
to their prophet, and they were commanded that Moses should 
strike a rock from Mount r SinaP with his staff. They had been 
carrying it with them, and, when they halted, Moses struck it with 
his staff and twelve springs gushed forth from it, for every tribe a 
known spring whose water poured forth for them. [1043] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

This was in the wilderness. r God 1 had spread the overcast to shade 
them, had sent down manna and quails upon them, and had given 
them clothes which did not wear out or become dirty. A cubic 
rock was set among them, and Moses was commanded to strike 
the rock with his staff. Twelve springs gushed forth from it, three 
from every side, one for every tribe. And every time they left a 
halting-place they would find this rock with them in the place in 
which it had been with them where it had been in the first place. 
[1044; see also 1045, and =>Mujahid, 1046 and part of 1047] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The tribes ( asbat ) were the children of Jacob. They were twelve 
men, each of which begot a tribe ( sibt ), a nation of people, [part of 
1047] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

Moses sought water for them in the wilderness, and they were 
given drink in a stone Shaped 1 like the head of a sheep. (...) They 
would put it inside the food-sack (Juwalaq ) when they set out, and 
Moses would hit it when he halted, and twelve springs would 
gush forth from it, one for every tribe of them. Then the Children 
of Israel would drink from it until, when it was time to set out, the 
springs would dry up and he would pick it up and put it inside the 
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food-sack. When he halted, he threw it down and struck it with 

his staff, and a spring like the sea would gush forth from each side. 

[1048] 

(••) 

As for His words « every people knew their drinking-place », God 
stated this about them, because their sense of ‘drinking’ with regard to 
what God brought forth from the rock for them, which He described 
in this verse, was different from the senses ’’understood 1 by the rest of 
mankind with regard to the waters which God has brought forth for 
them from the mountains and lands and which belong to no one else 
but God. That is to say that for each of the twelve tribes, God created, 
from the rock which He described in this verse, one spring from which 
they, but not the other tribes, drank, no one tribe from them 
participating in another’s drinking. Moreover, each one of these twelve 
springs had its own place on the stone, which the tribe who drank from 
it knew. For this reason, God referred specifically to these people by 
His statement about them: Each people among them, unlike other 
people, knew where they drank from. For everybody else, with respect 
to the water which none of them possesses, shares in its sources and 
outlets, whereas each tribe of these people had their own individual 
springhead and no other — among the rock’s springheads, which 
belonged specifically to them and to no other tribe. This is why they 
were specifically referred to by the statment about them: « every people 
knew their drinking-place. » 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KULU W A-' SH RA BU MIN RIZ Q I ’lLAHI 

This too is r a case where 1 giving the ostensive ’’text 1 has made mention 
of what has been omitted unnecessary. That is to say: 

If We said: ‘Strike the rock with your staff’, and he struck it, and 
twelve springs gushed forth from it; every people knew their 
drinking-place. Then they were told: ‘Eat and drink of God’s 
providing.’ 

God stated that He commanded them to eat the manna and quails that 
He had provided for them in the wilderness, and to drink the water 
which He had caused to pour forth there for them from the rock they 
took turns with, which had no fixed place on the earth, to which there 
was no access ’except 1 for its possessors, and which spouted out springs 
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of, and overflowed with sources of, sweet, fresh water, by the power of 
Him to Whom glory and tribute belong. 

Then, together with permitting them what He had permitted, and 
blessing them with the agreeable life He had blessed them with, He 
commanded them not to spread corruption in the land, or arrogantly 
do mischief there, and said to them: «‘and do not transgress upon the 
earth working corruption. ’» 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA -L A TA ' THA W FI ’l-ARDI MUFSIDINA 

If L>o n °t exceed the proper limits [=>Ibn Zaid, 1050], do not spread 
corruption in the land [=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 105 1; also =>Qatada, 1052, and 
=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1053]. 

The basic meaning of 'atha is a high degree of corruption ( if sad ), 
indeed it is the highest degree of corruption. It is r used of someone 1 . . . 
when he exceeds to the utmost in depravity. 

§ There is a brief discussion of the vocalization of the verb from which "atha is 
derived. 
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qultum yd-Musd lan nasbira ‘ ala ta'dmin wdhidin fa-’d'u 
la-na rabba-ka yukhrij la-na mim-md tunbitu ’l-‘ardu min baqli-ha 
wa-qiththa’i-hd wa-fUmi-ha wa- e adasi-ha wa-basali-ha qala a- 
tastabdiluna ’HadhT huwa adna bi-’lladht huwa khairun ihbitu misran 
fa-inna la-kum md sa’altum wa-duribat 'alay-himu ’l-dhillatu wa- 
’l-maskanatu wa-ba’u bi-ghadabin mina ’llahi dhalika bi-anna-hum 
kdnii yakfuruna bi-ayati ’ llahi wa-yaqtuluna ’ 1 -nabtyTna bi-ghairi 
> l-haqqi dhalika bi-ma ' asaw wa-kdnu ya’taduna 

And when you said: ‘Moses, we will not endure one sort of food; 
pray to the Lord for us, that he may bring forth for us of that 
which the earth produces — herbs, cucumbers, wheat/garlic, 
lentils, and onions. He said: ‘Would you have what is meaner in 
exchange for what is better? Go down into Egypt! There you 
shall have what you demanded.’ And abasement and poverty 
were imposed upon them, and they returned to God’s anger; 
that, because they had rejected the signs of God and slain the 
prophets unrightfully; that, because they disobeyed and were 

trangressors. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA -ID H QULTUM YA-MUSA 
LAN NASBIRA ‘ ALA TA * AMIN WAHIDIN FA-’D’U LA-NA 
RABBA-KA YUKHRIJ LA-NA MIM-MA TUNBITU ’ L-'ARDU 
MIN BAQLI-HA WA-QITHTHA’l-HA WA-FUMI-HA 
W A-'AD ASI-HA WA-BASALI-HA 

We have previously demonstrated the meaning of sabr, that it is 
restraining of the soul, and withholding it from something. 1 Since this 
is the case: 

If And remember when you said, O you Children of Israel: ‘We 
will not be able to confine ourselves to a single kind of food’ — and the 
‘single kind of food’ was what God stated that He had fed them in the 
wilderness, which was quails according to the opinion of some 
interpreters, but ‘bread of white flour with meat’ according to Wahb b. 
Munabbih — ‘So ask your Lord for us to bring forth some of what the 
earth produces: herbs, cucumbers’, and what God named besides these; 
and He mentioned that they asked Moses this. 
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According to what has reached us, the reason they asked this of 
Moses was: 

=>Qatada, concerning His words « And when you said: ‘Moses, we 
will not endure one sort of food’ »: 

r God n had spread the overcast to shade the people in the open 
desert, and had sent down manna and quails upon them, and they 
had become weary of this, and had remembered the life they had 
led in Egypt, so they asked Moses r to do 1 this. But God said: « ‘Go 
down into Egypt! There you shall have what you demanded.’ » 
[1054; see also 1055, and =»Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 1056] 

Qatada also said: When they arrived in Syria, they failed to find the 
food they had been eating, so they said: « ‘ r P 1 ray to the Lord for us, that 
He may bring forth for us of what the earth produces — herbs, 
cucumbers, wheat/garlic, lentils and onions’ »; they had already had the 
overcast spread to shade them, and manna and quails had been sent 
down upon them, but they had grown weary of this, and remembered 
the life they had had in Egypt. 

=>Ibn Abl Najlh: 

«‘We will not endure one sort of food’ »— -manna and quails — so 
they exchanged it for herbs and what was mentioned together 
with them. [1057, =>Mujahid, 1058, 1059] 

(•-) 

§ Tabari mentions two opinions about the meaning of «min» in «mim-ma» (the 
-n changes to an -m because of the following m-). The first opinion is that it is 
partitive, while the second is that it is redundant. The second opinion would 
give the interpretation ‘. . . to bring forth for us the herbs, etc., which the earth 
produces’, but, following a group of Arabic experts whom he cites as denying 
that min is ever superfluous, TabarT interprets the passage according to the first 
opinion as: ‘So pray to your Lord for us, that He may bring forth for us some 
of the herbs, cucumbers, etc., which the earth produces.’ 

The ‘herbs’, ‘cucumbers’, ‘lentils’, and ‘onions’ are the plants and 
seeds of the earth which people ordinarily understand. 

[t]: «fum»: first opinion: Some said that it is wheat and bread 
[=>‘Afa’ b. Abl Ribah, 1062; =>'Ata’ and Mujahid, 1063; =>Mujahid, 
1064; =>Abu Malik, 1067, 1069; =>Al-SuddT, 1068; also =>Ibn 'Abbas, 
1074; and, as ‘the grain which people use to make bread’, =>Qatada, 
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1070; =>Qatada and al-Hasan al-Basrl, 1065, 1066; and, as ‘bread’ 
^■Afa b. Abl Ribah, 1071; =>Ibn Zaid, 1072; and, as ‘wheat and 
bread’, =>Ibn 'Abbas, 1073]. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Fum is ‘wheat’ in the tongue of the Banu Hashim. [1075] 

(••) 

second opinion: Others said that it is garlic [^Mujahid, 1077; 
=>Al-RabT b. Anas, 1078], and in some recitations r of the Qur’an, the 
text is 1 « wa-thiimi-hd ( = garlic) » 

Tabari s comments: It has been mentioned that in the ancient 
language wheat and bread were collectively called film .... It is also 
mentioned that this, ^.e., 1 « thumi-hd» with th-, is the recitation of'Abd 
Allah b. Mas'ud. 2 If this is correct, it is . . . because fa’ and tha* are close 
to each other in articulation. . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QALA A-TASTABDILUNA ’lLADHI 
HUWA ADNA BI-’lIADhIhUWA KHAIRUN 

If Moses said to them: ‘Would you take what is baser in weight, 
price, and worth, in exchange for what is better than it in weight, price, 
and worth?’ That was their exchange ( istibdal ). 

The basic meaning of istibdal is ‘to abandon one thing for another 
which takes its place’. 

The meaning of ... « adnd » is ‘baser, inferior, lower in value and price’, 
and it comes from . . . dariiy. . . . There is no doubt that whoever sold 
herbs, cucumbers, lentils, onions, and garlic in exchange for manna and 
quails would be selling an inferior form of sustenance for a superior one. 

One of r the interpreters 1 has interpreted His words «alladhi huwa 
adna» to mean: That which is closer. He has taken His word « adnt» as the 
elative of the word duttuw, which has the meaning of nearness. 

A number of interpreters have interpreted the meaning of r this 
passage 1 in a similar way to ours. 

=>Qatada: 

« ‘Would you have what is meaner in exchange for what is 
better ?’ ». He is saying: ‘Would you have what is evil in exchange 
for what is better than it?’ [1079] 
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=*>Mujahid: 

r «. . . what is meaner . . .» means 1 ‘worse*. [1080] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF IHBITU MISRAN 
FA -INNA LA-K UM MA SA ’A L TUM 

If Then Moses prayed r to Us to give them to eat what they 
demanded 1 , and We responded to him; We said to them: ‘Go down 
into a city.’ 

This is r a case of 1 omission where the evidence of the ostensive r text 1 
has made mention of what has been omitted unnecessary. 

We have already shown that the meaning of hubut is ‘to stop’ at a 
place, ‘to alight’ there. 3 

(...) 

[R]: «misr»: Most reciters read «misran» . . ., but some of them left out 
the final Those who read the final - an meant some big city, but not a 
specific one, 4 and the interpretation according to their reading is: ‘Go 
down to a big city, for you are in the desert and what you are looking 
for r can 1 not r be found 1 among the Bedouin and the desert-people, but 
only in towns and cities. If you go down to r a big city 1 , you will have 
the sustenance you ask for.’ 

It is possible that some of those who recited this with the final -an 
thought that the interpretation of the passage was ‘Go down to Egypt!’, 
the country which is known by the name of Misr, which is where the 
r Children of Israel 1 had fled from. However, they retained the final -an 
following the text of the recension. . . , and recited it with the final -an 
in the same way as nqawartran min Jiddatin* (76: 15-6) is recited with a 
final -an following the text of the recension. 5 

As for those who did not retain the final -n, there is no doubt that 
they understood ‘Egypt’, the Misr which is itself known by that name 
unlike any other country. 

[T]: «Af/£R»: FIRST OPINION 

=>Qatada: 

«‘Go down to a misr» — i.e., to a big city — •’there 1 you will have 

what you ask for.’ [1081, also 1083] 


«‘Go down to a big city», •’where 1 you will have what you ask 
for.’ When they left the wilderness, the manna and quails were 
taken away and they ate herbs. [1082] 

=>Mujahid: 

r «‘Go down to a misr’*: 1 one of the big cities. It is said that they 
never went back to Egypt. [1084] 

^•Ibn Wahb: 

Ibn Zaid said: ‘ r «“Go down to a misr ’V 1 one of the big cities. Misr 
( = Egypt) is not treated as a triptote in speech.’ 

Someone said: ‘Which city?’ He said: ‘The Holy Land ( al-ard 
al-muqaddasa), which God had prescribed for them.’ And he 
recited the words of God: « ‘ r E 1 nter the Holy Land which God has 
prescribed for you’ » (5: 21). [1085] 

second opinion: Others said: It is Misr where Pharaoh was. 

=*-Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

By « misr an » He means the Egypt of Pharaoh. [1086; and 
=>A 1 -Rabl* b. Anas, 1087] 

Tabari’s opinion: One of the proofs of those who said that God 
meant a big city’ by His words « ihbitii misran», not the Egypt of 
Pharaoh specifically r , i.e., those who held the first opinion above 1 , is 
that God appointed the land of Syria as a place of abode for the 
Children of Israel after they had left Egypt. He tested them with the 
wilderness for having refused Moses in the battle of the Arrogant, 
when he said to them: «‘0 my people, enter the Holy Land which God 
has prescribed for you, and do not turn back in your traces, to turn 
about losers.’ * They said: ‘Moses, there are people in it very arrogant; 
we will not enter it until they depart from it; if they depart from it then 
we will enter.’ * Said two of those that feared God whom God had 
blessed: ‘Enter against them at the gate! When you enter it, you will be 
victors. Put all your trust in God, if you are believers.’ * They said: 
‘Moses, we will never enter it as long as they are in it. Go forth, you 
and your Lord, and do battle; we will be sitting here.’» (5: 21-4) Then, 
according to what has been quoted to us, God made it unlawful for 
those who had thus spoken to enter there so that they perished in the 
wilderness. He tried them with wandering in the land for 40 years, and 
then settled their offspring down in Syria and made the Holy Land 


Al-SuddI: 
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their home, and caused the destruction of the Arrogant at their hands 
under Joshua (Yusha* b. Nun) after the death of Moses. We have seen 
that God stated about them that He prescribed the Holy Land for them, 
but He does not inform us about them that He sent them back to Egypt 
after having brought them out of there, which would allow us to recite 
« ihbitu Misra* and interpret it as ‘He sent them back there.’ 

objection: r What about 1 God’s words: «So We expelled them r , 
i.e., Pharoah’s followers’ 1 from gardens and fountains * and treasures and 
a noble station; * even so, and We bequeathed the^e 1 upon the Children 
of Israel# (26: 57-9)? 

reply: God indeed bequeathed this to them, and put them in 
possession of it, but He did not return them there; He appointed Syria 
as their dwelling-place. 

Among the proofs which are cited by those who said r that 1 by His 
words « ihbitu Misra » He meant Egypt 1 *, i.e., those who held the second 
opinion above, are 1 the versed 1 26: 57-9 . . . and His words « They left 
how many gardens and fountains, * sown fields, and how noble a station, 
* and what prosperity they had rejoiced in! * Even so; and We bequeathed 
r this 1 to another people. » (44: 25-7) They said r that 1 God stated that He 
had bequeathed them this and appointed it for them. They would not 
have become heirs to it, and then not have made use of it. They say 
r that 1 they could not have used it had some of them not gone there, 
otherwise they was no way they could have benefitted from it if they, 
or some of them, had not gone there. They •’also 1 said 'that 1 another 
•"proof 1 is that in the recensions of Ubaiy b. Ka*b and 'Abd Allah b. 
Mas'ud there is « ihbitu Misra » without the final r -n 1 .... This is, they 
said, a clear proof that it is Egypt, specifically. 

tabari’s opinion: What we say about this is that there is no 
indication in the Book of God as to which of these two interpretations 
is correct, nor is there any report from the Messenger which would 
settle the matter, and the interpreters gave conflicting interpretations. 
According to us, the most proper thing to say about this is: Moses asked 
his Lord to give his people the plants of the earth which his people had 
demanded — as God has explained in His Book — while they were 
wandering over the earth; and God answered Moses’ prayer, and 
commanded him to go down with those of his people who were with 
him to one of the earth’s settlements which would supply them with 


these things they had demanded, for only towns and cities produce 
what they had demanded, and He would give them this when they 
went there. It is possible that this settlement could have been Egypt, but 
it could •also 1 have been Syria. 

As for the recitation, it is with the final an: « ihbitu misran*. It is not 
permissible, in our view, to have any other reading, because all the 
manuscripts that the Muslims have concur, and the reciters’ reci- 
tation^ 1 agree, on this. And it has been read without the ending -an only 
by someone whose testimony cannot permissibly be used to object to 
the authoritative reciters in a case where the reading is abundantly 
attested among them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-DVRIBAT 'ALAY-HJMU 

’l-dhillatu wa-’l-maskanatu 

By «Auribat» is meant ‘abasement and poverty were imposed and laid 
down for them’, as when someone says ‘The imam imposed {Aar abd) 
the capital tax ( jizya ) on free non-Muslim subjects’, or ‘The man 
imposed land tax on his slave ’, meaning thereby that he . . . obliged 
him r to pay 1 it, or ‘The commander imposed a sortie on his troops’, 
meaning that he made it their duty. 

(...) 

« r D 1 hilla» is the humility r with regard to 1 which God commanded 
His believing servants not to give them r , i.e., the non-Muslim people of 
scripture, 1 security — as long as they continued to disbelieve in Him and 
in His Messenger — unless they paid the capital tax to them; God said: 
« Fight those who believe not in God and the Last Day and do not forbid 
what God and His Messenger have forbidden — such men as practise not 
the religion of truth, being of those who have been given the 
Book — until they pay the capital tax out of hand, being humble. » (9: 69) 

=>A 1 -Hasan r al-BasrP and Qatada: 

r « And abasement and poverty were imposed upon them w: 1 they 

r had to 1 pay the capital tax out of hand, humbly. [1088] 

As for «maskana», it is the verbal noun r related to the adjective 1 
miskln ( = poor). ... In this place, umaskana » is the poverty of indigence 
and neediness; it is the humility and abasement of this ’’state 1 . 

^>Abu ’1-Aliya: 

r «Maskana» is 1 indigence. [1089] 
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^Al-SuddT: 

r « Maskana » is 1 poverty. [1090] 

=>Ibn Wahb: 

Ibn Zaid said about His words «and abasement and poverty 
were imposed upon them »: ‘These are the Jews of the Children 
of Israel.’ I said: ‘Are they the Copts of Egypt?’ He said: 
‘What have the Copts of Egypt to do with this? No, by God, 
they are not; but they are the Jews, the Jews of the Children 
of Israel.’ [1091] 

If God informed them that He would give them humiliation instead 
of honour, misery instead of blessing, wrath instead of being pleased 
with them, as a requital from Him to them for their disbelief in His 
signs, and for their slaying of His prophets and Messengers, an assault 
and an iniquity from them without any right, disobeying Him and 
opposing Him. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-BA ' 0 BI-GHADABIN MINA ’LLAHI 

(...) 

1 They turned back, departing, suffering God’s wrath; wrath from 
God had befallen them, His displeasure had become necessary for them. 

(...) 

We have previously given the meaning of God’s wrath against His 
servant in this Book of ours, and there is no need to repeat it here. 6 

THE INTERPRETATION OF DHALIKA BI-ANNA-HUM KANU 
YAKFURUNA BI-AYATI ’LLAHI WA-YAQTULUNA ’l-NABIyInA 
BI-GHAYRI ’L-HAQQI 

By « that » He means the imposition of abasement and poverty on them, 
and His bringing down His wrath upon them. By His saying «that», 
meaning thereby what we have described, He indicated that when 
someone says ‘that ( dhalik )’, he may include many meanings to which 
he thereby alludes. 

(...) 

We have already explained in our book that kufr means ‘to cover’ 
something and ‘to conceal’ it, 7 and that «the signs of God» are His 


proofs, His tokens, His indicants of His Oneness and the veracity of His 
Messengers. 8 

(...) 

^^Nabiyiin 1 is plural, and its singular is nabiy without a hamza, 
although originally it has a hamza because it comes from r the IV th form 
verb 1 anba’a ( = to inform). . . . Then the hamza (*) of nabi changed to a 
ya’(-y) and it became nabiy. 

§ Tabari then gives an extended discussion of the plural, which is usually 
anbiya — following the pattern for the plural of words of the form fa 'fl with a 
final ya' or waw , af’ila - — , but which also has the less common form nuba’, 
following another pattern for the plural of words of the formfa'il,fu'ala\ 

And one philologist 19 said that nabiy and nubuwa ( = prophethood) 
have no hamza because they come from nabwa, which is like najwa, and 
means an ‘elevated place’; and he said that the basic meaning of nabiy is 
a ‘track (tariq)'.% He said that a track is called nabiy , from nabwa, because 
it is clearly visible. He also said that he never heard anyone 
pronouncing nabiy with a hamza. 

Now we have mentioned and explained enough about this, God 
willing. 

By «and slain the prophets unrightfully® He means that they used to 
kill the Messengers of God without God’s leave, denying their 
Messages and rejecting their prophethood. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF DHALIKA BI-MA ' ASAW 
W A -KANU YA * TA D UNA 

« n^hat » refers back to the first « that », thus: 

H And abasement and poverty were imposed upon them, and they 
returned with God’s anger, because they had rejected the signs of God 
and slain the prophets unrightfully, because of their disobedience 
towards their Lord and their transgressing His limits. 

. . . « Transgression® is the overstepping of the limit which God has 
set for His servants. Anyone who oversteps the bounds of something 
has trangressed into where he has stepped 

1 Sec Exeg. 2: 45, p. 248. 

2 AI-Farra’ {1955), I, 41 (Sh. & Sh„ II, 130, n. 2). 

3 See Exeg. 2: 36, p. 256. 

4 The common noun misr is fully declinable, and can thus take the indefinite accusative ending 
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-an, as in this verse, but Mi$r, Egypt, being a female proper noun of foreign origin, is a diptote, 
declined with only two endings, -u and -a\ its accusative is Mi$ra. 

5 Qawartr, the plural of qdriira ( = flagon), is also diptote, and should not normally take the 
ending -an. The recitation of this phrase is properly •qawarira min Jiddaliti », the final -n of 
qawariran being assimilated into the m- of min. 

6 See Exeg. t: 7, pp. 77-8. 

7 See Exeg. 2: 6, p. 107, and 2: 24, p. 173. 

8 See Exeg. 2: 39, p. 268 

9 Sh. & Sh. (II, 141, n. 3) believe this could be al-Kisa'T (c. 1 19/737-189/805), al-Farra”s teacher. 
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the interpretation of wa-’l-nasara 

§ TabarT explains that nasara is the plural of nasran, following the broken 
plural form fa ala from nouns of the form fa'lan, although the singular nasrani 
is more common. There is a rare feminine form nasrdna and a rare plural 
ansar. He then quotes verses which indicate that the Christians were called 
nasara because they gave help ( nusra ) to one another. 

It is also said that they were called nasara because they lived in a land 
called Nasira (Nazareth). [=>IbnJuraij, 1095] 

Others said it is because of His words: « r Jesus said ... to his apostles: 1 
‘Who will be my helpers (ansar) unto God?’» (61: 14) 

It has been reported from Ibn ‘Abbas through an unsatisfactory chain 
that he used to say: ‘The Christians are called nasara because the town 
of Jesus, the son of Mary, was called Nasira (Nazareth)’ [see also 
=>Qatada, 1097, 1098], ‘and his companions were called nasiriyun, and 
Jesus was called the Nasiri.’ [1096] 


inna ’lladhina amanii w a-’ lladhina hadii wa-l-nasdrd wa-’l-sabi’Tna 
man amana bi-llahi wa-’l-yaum al-akhiri wa-'amila sdlihan fa- 
la-hum ajru-hum ‘inda rabbi-him wa-la khaufun ' alay-him wa-la hum 

yahzanuna 

Surely they that believe, and those who are Jews, and the 
Christians, and the Sabi’un, whoso believes in God and the Last 
Day, and works righteousness — their wage awaits them with 
their Lord, and no fear shall come upon them, neither shall they 

sorrow. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF INNA ’LLADHINA AMANU 

wa-’lladhIna hadu 

As for «they that believe », they are those who attest the veracity of the 
Messenger of God and the truth that he brought them from God. Their 
faith in this is their attesting its veracity, as we have explained 
previously in this book of ours. 1 

As for « those who are Jews*, . . .«hadu» means ‘they repented’, r and it 
comes from the verb 1 hdda. ... It is said: The Jews are called yahud only 
because they said: «‘ r W 1 e have turned to You in repentance (hudna 
ilay-ka).’» (7: 156) [^Ibnjuraij, 1094] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’L-SABI’ INA 

Sabi tin is the plural of sabi\ and he is someone who takes on a new 
religion other than his own, like the Muslim apostate from his religion; 
and the Arabs call everyone who leaves the religion he was practising 
for another sabi ’ from the verb saba’a. One uses this verb for the stars 
when they come out r at night 1 , and one says ‘so-and-so came suddenly 
( saba’a ) upon us at such-and-such a place.’ 

[t]: first opinion: Some said r this name 1 belongs to everybody 
who leaves his religion for another. They say that by this name God 
meant a people who had no religion. 

=>Mujahid: 

The §abi*un are neither the Jews nor the Christians, and they 
have no ’’specific 1 religion. [1100, 1101] 

=*-Mujahid: 

The §abi’un are between the Magians and the Jews. Their 
sacrifices are not to be eaten and their women are not to be 
married. [1102; also =>A 1 -Hasan al-Basri, 1 103] 

(••) 

=*-IbnJuraij: 
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Mujahid said: ‘The Sabi’un are between the Magians and the 
Jews. They have no rspecific 1 religion.’ I said to'Ata’: ‘They said 
that the $abi’un are a tribe like the Sawad. They are neither 
Magians, nor Jews, nor Christians.’ He said: ‘We have heard this; 
and the polytheists said of the prophet: “He has become a Sabi’ 
(qad saba ’a ) ” ’ [ 1 1 06] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

The Sabi’un are r the people of"’ one of the religions who were in 
Mesopotamia 'near 1 Mosul. They said ‘there is no god but God’, 
but they had no cult, no scripture, and no prophet, apart from the 
belief ‘there is no god but God’. (...) They did not believe in the 
Messenger of God. And so the polytheists used to say of the 
prophet and his Companions: ‘These are Sabi’un’, comparing 
them to them. [1107] 

second opinion: Others said they are a people who worship the 
angels and pray towards the qibla. 

=>A 1 -Hasan r al-BasrP: 

Ziyad r b. Ablh 1 said: ‘The Sabi’un pray towards the qibla and 
pray the five r ritual prayers 1 .’ (...) '"Muhammad 1 wanted to 
exempt them from the poll tax. (...) Then he was informed 
afterwards that they worshipped the angels. [1108] 

=>Qatada: 

The Sabi’un are a people who worship the angels, pray towards 
the qibla, and recite the Psalms. [1109] 

(..) 

third opinion: Others said that they were rather a religious 
group among the people of scripture. [=^-Al-SuddI, 1 1 1 1] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF MAN AM AN A BI- ’LLAHI WA- ’l-YA UMI 
’L-AKHIRI WA-'AMILA SALIHAN FA-LA-HUM A JRU-HUM 
' JNDA RABBI-HIM 

If « r W 1 hoso believes in God and the Last Day » — Whoever accepts 
and avers the resurrection after death on the Day of the Resurrection, 
and does deeds of righteousness and obeys God, will find their 
recompense with their Lord — « their wage awaits them with their 


Lord » the reward for their deeds of righteousness awaits them with 
their Lord. 

Question: Where is the completion of His words « Surely they that 
believe, and those who are Jews, and the Christians, and the $abi’un»? 

reply: Its completion is the clause where He says: « whoso believes in 
God and the Last Day*, for the meaning of it is ‘whosoever among 
them believe in God and the Last Day’. ‘Among them’ is omitted 
because the passage indicates it, making mention of what has been 
omitted unnecessary. 

Q u e sti o n : So what is the meaning of the passage? 
reply 

If Surely they that believe, and those who are Jews, and the 
Christians, and the Sabi’un, whosoever believes in God and the Last 
Day, their wage awaits them with their Lord. 

question: How r can 1 they who believe come to believe? 

reply: The meaning r of « dmana o 1 with respect to «they who believe » 
is not the meaning you suppose, i.e., of a transition from one religion to 
another, as when the Jew or the Christian changes to the '"true 1 Faith, 
although it has been said that those who are meant by this are those of 
the people of scripture who believed in Jesus and what he brought until 
they reached r the time of 1 Muhammad and believed in him and 
attested his truthfulness, and those who believed in Jesus and what he 
brought, when they reached r the time of 1 Muhammad, were told: 
‘Believe (aminu) in Muhammad and what he brought’. However, the 
meaning of the belief of him who believes here is his enduring in his 
faith and renouncing any change in it. As for the belief of the Jews, the 
Christians and the §abi un, it is '"their 1 attesting the truthfulness of 
Muhammad and what he brought, ^fhoever among them comes to 
believe in Muhammad, in what he brought and in the Last Day, and 
works righteousness, and does not alter or change so that he dies in this 
r faith 1 , the reward for his deeds and his wage awaits him with his Lord, 
as He has described. 

§ Tabari answers a question about the lack of agreement between an 
apparently singular « man amana (= whoso believes) » and a plural pronoun « hum 
( = them)* in « their wage awaits them with their Lord*. He points out that man 
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is used with a singular verb alike for one, two, or more persons, male or 
female. He supports this with a Qur’anic verse (10: 42-3) and a couple of 
poetic quotations. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA LA KHAUFUN ‘ALAY-HIM 
WA -LA-HUM YAHZANUNA 

If And no fear shall come upon them with regard to the terrors of 
the Resurrection they have come to, neither shall they sorrow for this 
world and its life which they have left behind, when they witness the 
reward and the enduring blessings which God has prepared for them 
with Him. 

r Some said that 1 by His words « whoso believes in God» are meant 
the believers among the people of the scripture who reached r the time 
of 1 the Messenger of God. 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

This verse was sent down concerning the companions of Salman 
al-FarisI. Salman was from Jundishapur, and was one of their 
notables. The son of the king was a friend of his, like a brother. 
Neither of them would do anything without his companion, and 
they used to ride to the hunt together. r Once n while they were at 
the hunt, they espied from afar a woollen tent. They came up to it, 
and when they were inside r they found themselves 1 with a man 
who had a scroll from which he was reciting while weeping. They 
asked him: ‘What is this?’ And he said: ‘He who wishes to know 
this does not stay up r on his horse 1 like you; if you want to know 
what is in it, dismount so that I can instruct you.’ So they 
dismounted, and he said to them: ‘This book comes from God, 
Hand 1 in it He commands obedience, and forbids disobedience, to 
Him. In it is that you should not fornicate, nor steal, nor take 
another’s property in vain.’ Then he narrated to them what was in 
it, which was the Evangel which God had revealed to Jesus, and it 
entered into their hearts, and they accepted it and submitted. And 
he said to them: ‘Indeed, the animals slaughtered by your people 
are Hnow 1 unlawful to you.’ 

They stayed thus with him learning from him, until there was a 
festival for the king, and he arranged a banquet. Then he gathered 
together the people and the notables, and sent word to the king’s 
son inviting him to his banquet to eat with the people. But the 


youth declined, and said: ‘I am occupied away from you, so eat, 
you and your companions.’ When many messengers had come to 
him, he informed them that he would not eat their food. Then the 
king sent for his son and called him, and said: ‘What is this you are 
up to?’ He said: ‘We will not eat the animals slaughtered by you, 
you are unbelievers, and your slaughtered animals are not lawful.’ 
So the king said: ‘Who commanded you to this?’ So he informed 
him that the monk had thus commanded him. Then r the king 1 
called for the monk, and said to him: ‘What is my son saying?’ He 
said: ‘Your son is telling the truth.’ He said to him: ‘If blood were 
of no importance among us, I should kill you. However, be exiled 
from our land!’ And he set a term for r his leaving 1 . Salman said: 
‘We started to weep for him.’ And r the monk 1 said to the two of 
them: ‘If you are sincere, we are with sixty men in a church in 
Mosul where we worship God, come to us there.’ 

Then the monk left, and Salman and the king’s son stayed 
behind. Then rSalman 1 began to say to the king’s son: ‘Come 
away with us’, and the king’s son said: ‘Yes.’ And the king’s son 
started to sell his things, wanting to make preparations r to 
leave 1 . But since he was holding Salman up, Salman went away 
in order to reach them, and he lived with his companion, who 
was the lord of the church. The folk of this church were of the 
most excellent monks, and Salman strove with them in worship 
and wore himself out. So the shaikh said to him: ‘You are a 
young man who has taken upon yourself more than you can 
bear. I am afraid lest you become fatigued and loose strength; be 
gentle with yourself and lighten your load.’ Then Salman said: 
‘Do you think that what you command me to do is better, or 
what I am doing?’ He said: ‘Rather what you are doing.’ He 
said: ‘So leave me alone.’ 

Then the owner of the church called him, and said: ‘Do you 
know that this church belongs to me, and that I am the person 
with the most right to it, and that if I wanted to send these people 
away I would do it. But I am too weak to worship like they do, 
and I want to move from this church to another one where they 
are easier in worship than these Hmonks 1 . If you wish to stay here, 
stay, but if you want to come away with me, then come away.’ 
Salman said to him: ‘Which of the two churches has the better 
folk?’ He said: ‘This one.’ Salman said: ‘Then I shall be here.’ So 
Salman stayed there, and the owner of the church recommended 
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Salman to the learned r shaikh 1 of the church, and Salman devoted 
himself to the worship of God with them. 

Then the learned shaikh planned to go to Jerusalem, and said to 
Salman: ‘If you wish to come away with me, come, but if you 
want to stay, then stay.’ So Salman said to him: ‘Which is better: 
to go with you or to stay?’ He said: ‘No, rather you should come 
away with me.’ So he went with him. They passed a disabled man 
fallen on the road, and when he saw them he cried out: ‘O Master 
of monks, have mercy on me, may God have mercy on you!’ But 
he did not speak to him or look at him. They went on their way 
until they reached Jerusalem. The shaikh said to Salman: ‘Go out 
and seek knowledge. Those who are present in this mosque are the 
learned of the people of the earth.’ So Salman went out to learn 
from them. 

One day he returned sad, and the shaikh said to him: ‘What is 
wrong, Salman?’ He said: ‘I see that the prophets and their 
followers who were before us have taken away everything which 
is good!’ The shaikh said to him: ‘Salman, do not be sad. There 
remains a prophet who is better to be followed than any other 
prophet, and this is his time, in which he will come forth. I do not 
think I shall see him; but you, you are young, perhaps you will see 
him. He will come forth in the land of the Arabs, and if you see 
him, believe in him and follow him.’ Then Salman said to him: 
‘Tell me something about his signs.’ He said: ‘Yes. He will be 
stamped on his back with the seal of prophethood; he will accept 
presents, but he will not accept charity.’ 

Then they returned until they reached the place where the 
disabled man was, and he cried out to them and said: ‘O Master of 
monks, have mercy on me, may God have mercy on you!’ So r the 
shaikh 1 turned his donkey towards him and took him by his hand 
and lifted him up. Then he threw him to the ground and called to 
him and said: ‘Stand up, by God’s leave.’ Then he stood up in 
good health and ran away. And Salman marvelled as he saw him 
run away. Then the monk rode away so that he disappeared from 
Salman r ’s sight 1 , and Salman did not know r where he had gone 1 . 

Salman was then afraid, and went in search of the monk. Two 
men of the Arabs of r the tribe of 1 Kalb met him, and he asked 
them: ‘Have you seen the monk?’ One of the two dismounted 
from his camel. He said: ‘What a wonderful herdsman this is!’ And 
he lifted him up and carried him away to Medina. 


Salman said: ‘Then a Hcind 1 of sadness befell me like I had never 
felt before.’ Then a woman of r the tribe of 1 Juhaina bought him, 
and he and a slave of hers tended her animals, taking turns with the 
sheep: one day this one, the next the other. Thus did Salman amass 
dirhams awaiting Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him 
peace. One day, while he was tending the flock, his companion 
came to him to take over from him and said: ‘Are you aware that 
this day there has come to Medina a man who claims that he is a 
prophet?’ Salman said to him: ‘Stay with the sheep until I come 
to you!’ 

So Salman went down to Medina. He saw the Prophet and 
walked around him. When the Prophet saw him, he knew what 
he wanted, and he let his garment fall so that his seal became 
visible. When r Salman 1 saw it, he came up to him and spoke with 
him. Then he went away and made some purchases with a dinar, 
with some of it a sheep, and with some of it some bread, and came 
r back 1 to him. r The prophet 1 said: ‘What is this?’ Salman said: 
‘This is charity.’ He said: ‘I have no need of it, so send it away. 
May the Muslims eat it.’ r Salman 1 then went away and bought 
some bread and meat with another dinar, and brought it to the 
prophet. He said: ‘What is this?’ He said: ‘This is a gift.’ He said: 
‘Sit down r and eat 1 .’ So he sat down, and they ate of it together. 
While he was speaking to him, he mentioned his companions and 
told him about them, and said: ‘They used to fast and pray, and 
they believed in you; and they attested that you would be 
delegated as a prophet.’ When Salman had finished praising them, 
the prophet said to him: ‘O Salman, they are of the people of the 
Fire.’ This distressed Salman, since he had said to the prophet: ‘If 
they had seen you they would have attested your truthfulness and 
followed you.’ Then God sent down this verse: « Surely they that 
believe, and those who are Jews, and the Christians, and the 
Sabi’un, whoso believes in God and the Last Day ». [1 1 12] 

The faith of the Jews was that they held to the Torah and the sunna 
of Moses , 2 until Jesus came. When Jesus came, those who held to the 
Torah and observed the sunna of Moses and did not abandon it and 
follow Jesus were doomed. 

r As for 1 the faith of the Christians: those of them that held to the 
Evangel and the prescriptions of Jesus were believers r whose faith 1 was 
accepted, until Muhammad came, and those of them who did not 
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follow Muhammad and abandon the surma of Jesus and the Evangel 
which they practised were doomed. 

=>Mujahid: 

Salman al-FarisT asked the Prophet, may God bless him and grant 
him peace, about those Christians and their deeds which he had 
seen. He said: ‘They did not die in submission to God ( islam ).’ 
Salman said: ‘Then the earth grew dark over me, and I mentioned 
their striving.’ Then this verse came down: « Surely they that 
believe, and those who are Jews*. He called for Salman and said: 
‘This verse has come down concerning your companions.’ Then 
the Prophet said: ‘Whosoever dies in the religion of Jesus and dies 
in submission to God before he hears of me is in a good position 1 2 , 
but whosoever hears of me today and does not believe in me is 
doomed.’ [1 1 13] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas, concerning r this verse 1 . . .: 

After this God sent down: « Whoso desires another religion than 
Islam, it shall not be accepted of him; in the next world he shall be 
among the losers. » (3: 85) [1 1 14] 

This report shows that Ibn 'Abbas was of the opinion that God had 
promised the Garden in the Hereafter to those Jews, Christians, and 
Sabi’un who worked righteousness by virtue of their deeds, and that 
he then abrogated this by His words « Whoso desires another religion 
than Islam, it shall not be accepted from him ». 

The interpretation of this verse is therefore, according to what we 
have quoted from Mujahid and al-Suddl: Indeed those of this 
community who believe, and those who are Jews, Christians, and 
Sabi’un — those Jews, Christians, and §abi’un who believe in God and 
the Last Day — their wage awaits them with their Lord; and no fear 
shall come upon them, neither shall they sorrow. 

rHowever 1 the first interpretation which we gave is the nearest to 
the ostensive meaning of the revelation, because God has not specified 
the wage for righteous action together with faith for some of His 
creatures rather than others, and the statement in his words « whoso 
believes in God and the Last Day* applies to everyone He mentioned at 
the beginning of the verse. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 3, p. 95. 

2 For surma, see Exeg. 2: 16, n. 1. 
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wa-idh akhadhna mithaqa-kum wa-rafa'na fauqa-kumu ’l-tiira khudhu 
ma ataind-kum bi-quwatin wa-’dhkuru md ft-hi laalla-kum tattaquna 

And when We took compact with you, and raised above you the 
Mount: ‘Take vigorously what We have given you, and 
remember what is in it, so that you may be God-fearing.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH AKHADHNA MITHAQA-KUM 

A mTthaq ( = compact) . . . can be by oath or by covenant or by 
other means .... 1 

By His words «And when We took compact with you* He means 
the compact which God stated that He took with them in His words 
«And when We took compact with the Children of Israel: ‘You shall 

not serve any save God; and to be good to parents ’» (2: 83-5) The 

reason He took compact with them, according to what Ibn Zaid 
mentioned, is: 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

Then God sent His angels, and they shook the mountain over 
them, and it was said to them: ‘Do you know this?’ They said: 
‘Yes, this is the Mount.’ They said: ‘Take the scripture, otherwise 
we shall fling it down upon you.’ (...) Then they took it with the 
compact. (...) «And when We took the compact with the 
Children of Israel: ‘You shall not serve any save God; and to be 

good to parents ’ . . . And God is not heedless of the things you 

do.» (2: 83-5) (...) If they had taken it the first time, they would 
have taken it without the compact. [1115; refer to 959, of which 
this is a continuation, for the first part of the narration.] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-RAFA’NA FAUQA-KUMU ’l-TURA 
Tur is ‘mountain’ in the speech of the Arabs.]: 

[t]: <stur» : It is said that it is the name of a specific mountain, and it is 
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mentioned that it is the mountain on which God confided in Moses. 
And it is said that it is those mountains on which things grow but not 
those on which nothing grows. 

first opinion : It is ‘mountain’, whichever one it may be. 

=>Mujahid: 

Moses comanded his people to enter in at the gate prostrating and 
to say ‘ Hittatun ’ , and the gate was lowered for them so that they 
would prostrate, but they did not prostrate, and went in on their 
buttocks, saying: ‘ Hintatun . So He shook the mountain ( al-tur ) 
over them — meaning that He brought the root of the mountain 
out of the ground and raised it up over them like a canopy, and 
tur in Syriac is ‘mountain’ — frighteningly (1 takhwifan ) — or ‘afraid 
(khaufan)', Abu 'Asim r one of the transmitters 1 was not sure — , 
and they entered prostrating in fear, with their eyes towards the 
mountain. This was the mountain to which its Lord manifested 
Himself, f 1 1 16; 1027 is part of the same Tradition. See also 1117, 
and =^Qatada, 1118, 1 119] 

(..) 

second opinion: Others said that Tur is the name of the 
mountain on which God confided in Moses. [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1 124] 

third opinion: Others said that tur is specifically a mountain on 
which things grow. [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1125] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KHUDHU MA ATAINA-KUM 
BI-QUW A TIN 

(...) 

H «‘Take what We have given you» — what We have commanded 
you to do in the Torah . . . — <tbi-qiiwatin » — with assiduity in executing 
what He commanded you therein and prescribed for you.’ 

=^Mujahid: 

r «‘Take vigorously what is in it’» means: 1 ‘Practice what is in it’. 
[1126, 1127] 

(••) 
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=>A 1 -Suddl: 

« r V 1 igorously » means ‘with assiduity and effort’. [1 130] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

r It means : 1 ‘Take the scripture which Moses brought sincerely and 
truly’. [1131] 

1 ‘Take the duties We have prescribed for you in Our Book, 
accept them, and strive to perform them, without any diminution 
therein 1 .’ . . . 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’DHKURU MA FI- HI 
LA'ALLA-KUM TATTAQUNA 

If Remember the firm Promise and Threat, the encouragement and 
dissuasion, that is in Our Book which We have given you, and recite it 
and take warning from it, and ponder upon it when you do this, so that 
you may be God-fearing and fear My punishment for persisting in 
your errancy, and come to obey Me and refrain from the disobedience 
towards Me that you now practice [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1132]. 

What God gave them was the Torah. [=>Abu ’l-'Aliya, 1133; 
=>Al-RabT b. Anas, 1134] 

(••) 

1 See Exeg. 2: 27, pp. 186-90. 
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thuntma tawallaitum min ba'di dhalika fa-law-ldfadlu ’llahi 'alay-kum 
wa-rahmatu-hu la-kuntum mina ’l-khdsirma 

Then you turned away thereafter, and but for the bounty of God 
towards you, and His mercy, you would have been among the 

losers. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA TAWALLAITUM 
MIN BA ' DI DHALIKA 

By His words « thumma tawallaitum » He means ‘Then you turned away. 
r This verb is literally used 1 ... in the expression ‘So-and-so turned his 
back on me’ .... Then it comes to be used Tiguratively 1 for anyone 
who fails to obey as he was commanded .... 

§ Tabari gives another Qur’anic example of the figurative use of tawalla 
(9: 75—6), and asserts the permissibility of a trope here by pointing to 
the frequency of figurative usage in Arab speech. J 

You failed to act according to what your compact and covenants 
which We took r stipulated that you would 1 assiduously and diligently 
do, after you had presented your Lord with the compacts to act thus, 
and r you failed 1 to perform what you had been commanded to do in 
your scripture, and cast it r alP behind your backs. 

By « this » He refers to everything which came before in the 
preceding verse, i.e., His words «And when We took compact with 
you, and raised above you the Mount ». 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-LA W-LA FADLU ' LLAHI 'ALA Y-KUM 
WA-RAHMA TU-HU 

And if God had not bestowed forgiveness on you, after you had 
broken the compact which you had entered into with Him, when He 
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raised the Mount over you, for your striving to obey Him, to fulfil His 
ordinances, to perform what He had commanded you to do, and to 
desist from what He had forbidden you to do in the Book which He 
had given you, and r if 1 He had r not 1 then bestowed upon you Islam and 
His mercy, by which He showed you compassion — and disregarded 
the offence which you had perpetrated— for your return to obedience 
to your Lord, then you would have been among the losers. 

§ Those to whom this verse is addressed, Tabari points out, are the people of 
scripture alive at the time of the Messenger of God in the vicinity of Medina. 
However, it is quite permissible to ascribe events for which their forefathers 
had been responsible directly to them. One justification for this, he says, is that 
Arab tribes ascribe the acts of their ancestors to themselves when they boast to 
each other. Some exegetes, on the other hand, had defended this direct 
address to contemporary people of scripture on the grounds that they declared 
their solidarity with the early Children of Israel who had done these things. 
Others, again, had said that those who were addressed were well aware that 
they were being informed about what their forefathers had done, and that no 
direct reference to them was therefore necessary 4 Of these three justifications, 
Tabari gives more weight to the first. 

(...) 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

« r T 1 he bounty of God» is Islam, and «His mercy » is the Qur’an. 
[1136; also =>Al-RabT b. Anas, 1137] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF LA-KUNTUM MINA ’ L-KHASIRTnA 

If If it had not been for God’s bounty towards you, and His mercy, 
in delivering you by forgiving you your offence and sin, you would 
have forever diminished the lot of your own souls, and you would have 
perished for the sinful violation of your compact, and for contravening 
His command and obedience to Him. 1 


1 For khasirun, see Exeg. 2: 27, p. 19 1. 
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wa-la-qad * alimtumu * lladhtrta * 'tadaw min-kum ji * l-sabti fa-qulna 
la-hum kfinu qiradatan khasi’tna 

And you well know there Were those among you who 
transgressed the sabbath, and We said to them: ‘Be you apes, 
miserably slinking!’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-QAD ’ALIMTUMU ’iLADHIN A 
’’TADAW MIN-KUM FI ’L-SABTI 

(...) 

This and the subsequent verses are among those in which God 
enumerated for the Children of Israel the agreements which they had 
established — those who were living within the quarters of the Ansar at 
the time of the prophet, and whose forefathers’ violation of God’s 
compact and covenant He started by mentioning at the beginning of 
this sura. He warned those whom He hereby addressed lest, for their 
persistence in unbelief, their continuing to reject the prophethood of 
Muhammad, and their failure to follow him and confess the truth of 
what jbe had brought them from his Lord, there befall them the same 
metamorphosis, trembling, and stunning as befell their ancestors, and 
the •same 1 wrath and displeasure against which they could not prevail. 

=sdbn *Aljbas: 

• And you well know there were those among you who 
transgressed the sabbath »; He means: And you have already come 
to know. This is a warning to them about disobedience. He 
means: Be warned lest there happen to you what happened to the 
people of the sabbath when they disobeyed Me and transgressed 
concerning the sabbath. 1 

(...) God sent no prophet without commanding him to 
•observe 11 Friday, informing him of its excellence and importance 
in the heavens and among the angels, and that the Hour r of the 
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Resurrection 1 falls on r that day 1 . Whoever followed the prophets 
in their practice — as the community of Muhammad followed 
Muhammad — accepted Friday and heard and obeyed, recog- 
nizing its excellence and keeping to it— as God commanded His 
prophet •Muhammad 1 to do. Whoever did not do this was in the 
position of those whom God mentioned in His Book: «And you 
well know there were those among you who transgressed the 
sabbath, and We said to them: ‘Be you apes, miserably slinking!’* 
That is to say, the Jews said to Moses, when he commanded them 
to •observe 1 Friday, and informed them of its excellence: ‘O 
Moses, how can you command us to •observe 1 Friday and 
proclaim its excellence over all •other 1 days when Saturday is the 
best of all days? For God created the heavens and the earth and rail 1 
nutriments in six days, and on Saturday ( al-sabt ) everything 
adjourned (sabata) r to worship 1 Him obediently; and it is the 
conclusion of the six r preceding days 1 .’ 

(...) Likewise the Christians said to Jesus, the son of Mary, 
when he commanded them to •observe 1 Friday . . . : ‘How can 
you command us to •observe 1 Friday when the first day r of the 
week 1 is the most excellent, and the lord, of them? The first is the 
best: God is one, and the first “one” is the best.’ So God revealed to 
Jesus to let them •observe 1 Sunday, but that on rthat day 1 they 
should do such-and-such— what He commanded them to do. But 
they did not do so, and God narrates die story of their 
disobedience in His Book. 

(...) Thus also did God say to Moses, when the Jews said to him 
what they said about Saturday, that he should let them •'observe 1 
Saturday, but that they should not catch any fish, or anything else, 
on that day, and that they should not do anything, as they had 
said. But when Saturday came fish used to became visible on the 
water, and these are His words: « when their fish came to them on 
the day of their Sabbath, shurr a an *, meaning ‘becoming visible on 
the water’, and this was because of their disobeying Moses. But 
when it was not Saturday, it became a catch like any other day, 
and these are His words: «but on the day they did not keep the 
sabbath, they came not unto them* (7: 163). The fish did this as 
long as God wished r them to 1 . 

When they saw things were like this, they wanted to take 
them, but they feared •’God’s 1 punishment. But one of than took 
some of them, and they did not hold back from him, and he 
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awaited the punishment from God which Moses had warned them 
of. But when they saw that the punishment did not befall them, 
they went back and told each other that they had taken fish and 
nothing had happened to them. They did this more and more, and 
supposed that what Moses had told them was false. This is r the 
meaning of 1 God’s words: «And you well know there were those 
among you who transgressed the sabbath, and We said to them: 
‘Be you apes, miserably slinking!’*, meaning *to those who caught 
fish’, and God transformed them into apes for their disobedience. 
(...) They then only lived on earth for three days. (...) A 
metamorphosed being never lives more that three days, it does 
not eat, drink or procreate. God created apes and swine and the 
other creatures on die six days which God mentioned in His 
Book, and He metamorphosed these people into the form of 
apes. Thus does He do what He wishes, as He wishes, and 
changes it as He wishes. [1138] 

§ Another Tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas {1139J mentions that the events 
narrated in the story of the fish took place when the Jews were at a town 
between Ayla (Eilat) and Mount Sinai called Madyan. He adds more details 
to the story, as also does al-Suddi [1142], but also relates it to the verses of 
sura 7 beginning «And question them concerning the township which was 
bordering the sea . . .* (7: 163). 

(••) 

=>Mujahid: 

Their hearts were transformed, and they were not meta- 
morphosed into apes. This is only a similitude which God coined 
for them, like the similitude of the donkey carrying books. 2 
[1144, also 1143} 

This opinion of Mujahid’s is one which contradicts the ostensive 
meaning of what the Book of God indicated. That is to say that God 
stated in His Book that He made apes, swine, and worshippers of idols 
out of them (5: 60); just as He stated of them that they said to their 
prophet: «‘Sh'ow us God openly’* (4: 153), and God thunderstruck them 
when they asked their Lord this; and that they worshipped the Calf and 
He made their repentance to be that they should kill each other; and 
that He commanded them to enter the Holy Land, and they said to 
their prophet: « ‘Go forth, you and your Lord, and do battle; we will be 
sitting here’* (5: 24), and so He put them to the test in the wilderness. 
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And it is the same for one person to say ‘He did not change them into 
apes’ when God stated that He made apes and swine from them, as it is 
for another to say ‘Nothing of what God stated about the Children of 
Israel, of the opposition to their prophets, and of the examplary 
punishment and chastisements which God brought down upon them, 
really existed.’ Anyone who denies anything of this and avers some 
other part of it will be asked for a proof of his opinion, and will be 
confronted, with respect to what part of it he denies, with the part he 
affirms. Then he will be asked how this differs from a widespread 
Report or a sound Tradition. 

This is in addition to the disagreement between Mujahid’s opinion 
and that of all the authorities who cannot be mistaken or lying in what 
they unanimously transmit. It suffices as a proof of the falsity of an 
opinion that fall authorities 1 should agree that it is mistaken. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-QULNA LA-HUM 
K UN U QIRADATAN KHASI’INA 

H We said to those who transgressed on the sabbath. 

<■•■> v 

The basic meaning o fsabt r from the verb sabata 1 is ‘rest and repose in 
comfort and calm’; and that is why someone who sleeps is called 
rnasbut, because he is resting, his body is in repose and he is at ease, just 
as He said: «and We appointed you sleep for a rest ( subatan ) » (78: 9), i.e., 
a repose for your bodies. 

It has been said that it is called sabt ( = the sabbath) because God 
finished creating all His creatures on Friday, which is the day before. 

(...) ^ 

Khasi’ means ‘banished’, ‘driven out’, as when one chases away a 
dog 4 • • • Thus the meaning of « khasi m* is: banished from good, 
humiliated, cringing. [See =>Mujahid, 1 145-7; =>Qatada, 1148; =>A 1 - 
RabT* b. Anas, 1149; =>Ibn 'Abbas, 1150] 

1 For ‘transgression’, see Exeg. 2:6i,p. 355. 

2 See 62: 5. 
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fa-jaalna-ha nakalan li-ma baina yaday-hd wa-ma khalfa-ha wa- 
mau * izatan li-l-muttaqina 

And We made it an exemplary punishment for those before it 
and those after it, and an admonition for the God-fearing. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA -J A ‘ALNA-HA 

[tJ: «and we made it »: first opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r It means: 1 We made this chastisement — which was the metamor- 
phosis — an ‘examplary punishment ( nakal )’. [ 1 1 5 1 (i) J 

(...) 

SECOND opinion 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«Fa-jaalna-ha», i.e., r We made 1 the fish. [ 1 1 5 1 (ii)] 

According to this opinion, the pronoun refers to the fish, which 
have not been mentioned. But since there is an indication in the 
account, He refers to them indirectly, and the indication to this is His 
words «And you well know there were those among you that 
transgressed the sabbath ». 

§ Tabari cursorily mentions three more opinions about what ‘it’ refers to: 
(i) the town where the fishing took place, (ii) the apes into which the disobedient 
were metamorphosed, and (iii) the community who transgressed the Sabbath. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF NAKALAN 

Nakal is the verbal noun from r the II nd form verb 1 nakkala (=to make 
an example of someone or something), and its basic meaning is 
‘punishment ’. % [=s»Ibn 'Abbas, 1152; =>A 1 -Rabi' b. Anas, 1153] 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF LI-MA BAINA YADA Y-HA 
WA-MA KHALFA-HA 

§ TabarT mentions five opinions about the interpretation of this phrase. He 
prefers the interpretation of Ibn ‘Abbas related by al-Dahhak [1 154], since, he 
says, it is in agreement with his preferred interpretation of the pronoun «it» in 
«And We made it», which recurs twice in the present phrase. According to 
TabarT, it refers to the punishment of metamorphosis mentioned in the 
preceding verse. 

If the matter is as we have described it, the interpretation of the verse 
is: And We said to them: ‘Be you apes, despised’; and We made our 
punishment of them a punishment for those of their previous sins 
which they had committed before that '"punishment 1 , by Our 
metamorphosing them and by Our punishing them; and for equivalent 
sins which come after Our punishing them, whoever commits them 
will be metamorphosed as they were metamorphosed, what befell 
them will befall them. This is as a warning from God to His servants 
that if they commit similar acts of disobedience to those of r the people 1 
who were metamorphosed, they will be meted out their punishment. 

§ TabarT then discusses interpretations which have all three occurrences of 
«it» refer to the fish, or to the towns. Although he admits that the Arabs use 
pronouns to refer to things which have not previously been mentioned, he 
insists that here it is not permissible to set aside the ostensive, reasonable 
meaning for a concealed one without evidence from an unambiguous 
Qur’anic text, a statement from the Prophet, or widespread consensus. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-M A U' IZATAN 
Mau'iza is the verbal noun from The verb 1 waaza ( = to admonish). 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

<t r M 1 au iza» means a ‘reminder’ and a ‘warning’ to the 

God-fearing. (1164J 

THE INTERPRETATION OF LI-’ L-MUTTAQIN A 

As for the «muttaqfn ( = God-fearing) », they are those who are 
ever-mindful of God, through carrying out His ordinances and 
avoiding disobedience to Him. 
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=>-Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A^nd an admonition for the God-fearing* means ‘to the 
believers who guard against polytheism and act in obedience to 
Me’. [1165] 

God has made His punishment that befell those who transgressed the 
sabbath, an admonition specifically [=>AI- RabT' b. Anas, 1 170] for the 
God-fearing, and a warning for the believers, but not for the 
unbelievers, up to the Day of the Resurrection [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1 166]. 

=^Qatada: 

« r A 1 nd an admonition for the God-fearing*, i.e., to ‘’those 1 after 
them 1 , i.e., after the metamorphosed 1 . [1167, 1168; also =>Ibn 
Juraij, 1171] 

=»A 1 -Suddl: 

As for *an admonition for the God-fearing*, they are the 
community of Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him 
peace. [1169] 
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wa-idh qala Musa li-qaumi-hi inna * llaha ya’muru-kum an tadhbahu 
baqaratan qdlii a-tattakhidhu-na huzuwan qala a*udhu bi-’llahi an 
akuna mina ’i-jahilina 

And when Moses said to his people: ‘God commands you to 
sacrifice a cow.’ They said: ‘Do you take us in jest?’ He said: ‘I 
take refuge with God, lest I should be one of the ignorant.’ 


This verse is part of that with which God rebukes the Children of 
Israel who are addressed, for their ancestors’ violation of the compact 
which He took from them to obey His prophets. He said to them: And 
remember also your breaking of My compact « when Moses said to his 
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people* — and his people were the Children of Israel, when they raised 
their dispute about the man who was killed among them to 
him — «‘God commands you to sacrifice a cow.’ They said: ‘Do you 
take us in jest?’* 

Huzu’is ‘play’, ‘mockery’. J It is not appropriate that there should be 
jesting or play on the part of God’s prophets in any order or 
prohibition which they transmit from God. Yet they supposed that 
when Moses commanded them — from God’s command to sacrifice the 
cow for the man who was killed, about whom they were in 
dispute — he was jesting and playing. They should not have thought 
that about God’s prophet, who was telling them that it was God who 
commanded them to sacrifice the cow. 

(...) 

Then Moses told them . . . that whoever states that God jests and 
mocks is one of the ignorant, and he absolved himself from what they 
supposed he was doing, and said: « ‘I take refuge with God, lest I should 
be one of the ignorant », i.e., one of the foolish who relate untrue and 
false things about God. 

The cause of Moses’ saying to them « ‘God commands you to 
sacrifice a cow’* was: 

=>‘AbTda: 

There was, among the Children of Israel, a childless man (...), and 
one of his relatives killed him, and then carried him away and 
dumped him with a tribe which was not his own. But malice set in 
between r the murderer’s tribe and 1 them on account of this, to the 
point where they took up arms. (...) Then those who were 
reasonable said: Do you kill each other when the Messenger of 
God is among you?’ (...) So they came to God’s prophet, and he 
said: ‘Sacrifice a cow.’ «They said: ‘Do you take us in jest?’ He said: 

I take refuge with God, lest I should be one of the ignorant.’ They 
said: Pray to the Lord for us, that He may make clear to us what it 
should be.’ He said: ‘He says it is a cow . . . — up to — «and they 

sacrificed it, a thing they had scarcely done. »(...) r The corpse 1 was 
smitten, and he told them r who 1 his killer r wasT (...) The cow was 
only acquired for its weight in gold. (...) If they had acquired an 
inferior cow, it would have been enough for them. After that no 
murderer was r ever n appointed as an heir. [1172] 

=>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya: 

There was a man of the Children of Israel, r who 1 was wealthy but 



378 


Sura 2, verse 67 


Sura 2, verse 67 


379 


had no offspring, but he had a relative who was his heir. r This 
relative 1 killed him to inherit from him, then he dumped him at a 
cross-roads. Then he came to Moses and said to him: ‘My relative 
has been killed, and a grave matter has happened, but I cannot find 
anyone to explain to me who killed him, except you, O Prophet 
of God.’ (...) Then Moses proclaimed among the people: ‘By 
God, I implore whoever has knowledge of this to explain it to us.’ 
But they had no knowledge of it. 

Then the killer approached Moses and said: ‘You are God’s 
prophet. Ask your Lord for us to explain it to us.’ So he asked his 
Lord, and God revealed to him: « ‘God commands you to sacrifice 
a cow.’* They were surprised, and said: «‘Do you take us in jest?’ 
He said: ‘I take refuge with God, lest I should be one of the 
ignorant.’ * They said: ‘Pray 1.0 the Lord for us, that He may make 
clear to us what it should be. He said: ‘He says it is a cow, neither 
old’*— -i.e., not decrepit — «‘nor virgin’*— i.e., not young — 
« ‘middling between the two’* — i.e., middle-aged, between the 
virgin and the decrepit. «They said: ‘Pray to your Lord for us, that 
He may make clear to us what colour it should be.’ He said: ‘He 
says it shall be a golden cow, bright its colour’* — i.e., of an 
unmixed colour — « ‘gladdening beholders’* — i.e., amazing behol- 
ders. «They said: ‘Pray to your Lord for us, that He may make 
clear to us what she may be; cows look alike to us; and, if God 
will, we shall then be guided.’ * He said: ‘He says that it shall be a 
cow not broken’* — i.e., it has not been worked — «‘to plough the 
earth’* . . . «‘or to water the tillage’* . . .«‘one kept secure’* — i.e., 
free from defects — « ‘with no blemish on her’ »- — i.e., with no white 
Hipots 1 on her. «They said: ‘Now you have brought the truth’; and 
they sacrificed it, a thing they only just did. » 

(...) If, when the people had been commanded to sacrifice a 
cow, they had taken one of the cows without giving it any 
thought, it would have been that one; but they were hard on 
themselves, so God was hard on them. And if the people had not 
made an exception and said «‘and, if God will, we shall then be 
guided’*, they would never have been guided to it. 

It has reached us that the only cow they found like that which 
had been described to them belonged to an old woman with 
whom there were some orphans whose guardian she was. When 
she understood that no other •'cow 1 would do for them, she 
doubled the price. So they came to Moses and informed him that 


the only cow with that description belonged to such-and-such a 
woman, and that she had asked them for double its price. Moses 
said to them: ‘God had made things easy for you, but you were 
hard on yourselves, so give her what pleases her and what she 
has asked for.’ So they did, and they bought it and sacrificed it. 
Then Moses commanded them to take one of its bones, and to 
smite the murdered man with it. So they did, and his spirit 
returned to him, and he named the person who had killed him 
for them. Then he became dead once more, as he had been. So 
they took his murderer — he was the one who had come to 
Moses and complained to him — and God killed him for his 
most evil deed. [1173J 

§ In another Tradition narrated from al-Suddl [1174I, the man who is 
murdered is a rich man. He has a poor nephew who leads him away one night 
on a pretext and murders him because he has refused him his daughter in 
marriage. He then accuses the tribe near whom the murder took place of 
having murdered him and claims blood-money from them. They then go and 
complain to Moses, and the dialogue about the cow takes place. Al-SuddT’s 
version of how the cow is found involves a dutiful son to whom a man comes 
with a pearl to sell one day when his father is sleeping. The son bargains with 
the pearl-seller, who eventually offers him the pearl at a very advantageous 
price, but in the end the dutiful son refuses to conclude the deal because he 
does not want to disturb his father by waking him up to get the money from 
him. God then compensates him by giving him the cow which Moses had 
described to the Children of Israel. They come and offer him another cow in 
exchange, but he refuses. The bargaining continues till they offer him ten cows 
in exchange, but he still refuses. Then they take him before Moses, who orders 
him to sell it to them, which he eventually does for ten times its weight in 
gold. Al-SuddT’s version then has the murdered man smitten with a piece of 
meat from between the sacrificed cow’s shoulder-blades. He comes to life and 
identifies the murderer, who is then killed. Tabari then mentions other 
Traditions [=> Qatada, 1 175; =>Mujahid, 1176, 1 177; etc.) which, he points out, 
agree with the basic outlines of the versions of ‘Ablda, Abu ’l-'Aliya, and 
al-Suddl, except that the murderer is variously said to be the man’s brother, his 
nephew, or, by others, a group of inheritors who were impatient for him to 
die. See also the Traditions mentioned at the end of the exegesis of 2: 72. 
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^a/w V m id-mi rabba-ka yubayyin la-na ma hiya qala inna-hu yaqulu 
intta-ha baqaratun la faridun wa-ld bikrun 'awanun baina dhdlika 
fa-falu ma tu*maruna 


They said: ‘Pray to your Lord for us, that He may make clear to 
us what it should be.’ He said: ‘He says it is a cow neither old, nor 
virgin, middling between the two; so do what you are bidden.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF QALU ' D' U LA-NA RABBA-KA 
YUBA YYIN LA-NA MA HIYA QALA INNA-HU YAQULU 
INNA-HA BAQARATUN LA FARIDUN 

After those to whom it had been said «‘God commands you to 
sacrifice a cow’» had understood and been convinced that what Moses 
had commanded them to do according to God’s command to sacrifice a 
cow was in earnest and true, they said: «‘Pray to your Lord for us, that 
He may make clear to us what it should be.’» They asked Moses to ask 
his Lord for them about that which God had spared them when He said 
«‘ r S' 1 acrifice a cow’*, because God had only commanded them to kill 
some cow — any cow they wanted to sacrifice — without narrowing it 
down for them to one kind or category of r cow 1 . And they spoke 
according to the roughness of their characters, the coarseness of their 
natures, their misunderstanding, taking upon themselves the burden of 
something which God had unburdened them of, causing annoyance to 
the Messenger of God [=^Ibn 'Abbas, 1183]. . . . Then, when they asked 
Him: ‘What should it be? What are its qualities? What does it look like? 
Describe it to us so that we may know what it is?’. He said: «‘ r Pt is a 
cow neither old, nor virgin’ ». 

§ Tabari cites several Traditions [1184-1195] which support the interpetation 
of / arid as ‘old’. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA BIKRUN 

A bikr is a female quadruped or human which no male has possessed; 

. . . it has no verb. Bakr, however, ... is a young camel. God meant 
by « wa-ld bikr» ‘not young and not having borne young’ [ 1196—1204]. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF ’A WANUN 

‘Awan is a middle-aged woman who has borne several young. It is not 
a description of a virgin. The verb ‘awwana is used when someone 
becomes like this. . . . The plural is 'tin. . . . And r the Arabs 1 use 'awan 
to describe a war when there has been repeated fighting, comparing it 
to a woman who has given birth to children again and again. It is also 
used to describe a need when it has been gratified time after time. 
[1205-1216] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF BAINA DHALIKA 

By His words « baina dhdlika ( = lit. ‘between that’)» He means between 
the virgin and the old [1217]. 

§ Tabari answers the objection that baina (= between) should be followed by 
two things or more, not just one, as is apparently the case here, by saying that 
dhalika is used by the Arabs to speak of two things or actions. 1 Here, dhalika 
stands for ‘old age’ and ‘youthfulness’. He adds that it is not permissible to say 
baina dhdlika when two or more individuals are meant. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-’f'ALU MA TU’MARUN A 

f God says to them: ‘Do what I have commanded you to do, and 
you will attain what you need and what you seek with Me. Sacrifice 
the cow which I have commanded you to sacrifice, and you will find 
out who killed your murder victim, by finally obeying Me and 
sacrificing it.’ 


‘ See Exeg. 2: 61, p. 354. 
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J aji Dii Li-jJJ H HJ jju £ J Hi ^ i^jti 
0 ^ ^ L^J 5>; 


^<j/m 'd u la-na rabba-ka yubayyin la-na ma launu-ha qala inna-hii 
yaqulu inna-ha baqaratun safra’u faqi'un launu-ha tasurru * l-tiazirma 


They said: ‘Pray to your Lord for us, that He may make clear to 
us what colour it should be.’ He said: ‘He says it shall be a golden 
cow, bright its colour, gladdening beholders.’ 


the interpretation of qalu ’d’u la-na rabba-ka 

YUBAYYIN LA-NA MA LAUNU-HA QALA INNA-HU YAQULU 
INNA - HA BAQARATUN §AFRA’U 

§ Tabari explains that this was another question whereby they displayed 
their obstinacy and their ignorant burdening of themselves with something 
which God had not sought to burden them with, this time about the colour of 
the cow, for God had not originally narrowed down their choice of cow by 
specifying its colour. As Ibn 'Abbas said [1 183 j, this caused annoyance to their 
prophet. He also gives a reason for laun ( = colour) being in the nominative. 

[tJ : fra * : FIRST opinion: Some said that it means ‘black, of 

great blackness’ [=>A 1 -Hasan al-Basrl, 1218, 1219]. 

second opinion: Others said that it means ‘with yellow horns 
and hooves’ [=>A 1 -Hasan al-Basrl, 1220; =>Sa'Id b. Jubair, 1222]. 

§ Al-Hasan al-Ba§r! also said that it meant that the cow was wild [ 122 1 j. 

Tabari's comments: I assume that the one who said about «safra\ 
that it meant ‘black’ was thinking of those who say when des- 
cribing black camels that they are yellow (sufr). But r the Arabs 1 
only say this about camels because their blackness is tinged with 
yellow.J . . . but they do not describe cows like this. Moreover, the 
Arabs do not qualify blackness with brightness (fuqu‘); when they want 
to say it is intense, they qualify it with darkness ( huluka ) and the 
suchlike, and say: ‘It is pitch-black (halik, hanik, hulkuk , or ghirbtb, 
dfijuji)'. They do not say: ‘It is bright black ( aswad faqi ')' ; they only say: 


Sura 2, verse 6g 


383 


‘It is bright yellow ( asfar foqi'Y. So the qualification r of the ‘yellow’ as 1 
‘bright (foqi'Y r in this verse 1 is a clear proof against the interpretation of 
those who interpret . . . «safra’faqi' » to mean ‘dark black’. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FAQI'UN LA UN U-H A 

It means its colour is pure. Fuqii * in relation to yellow is like nusii' in 
relation to white, which is brightness and purity. [=>Qatada, 1225; 
=>Abu V Aliya, 1226; =>A 1 -Rabl' b. Anas, 1227; =>Al-SuddT, 1228; 
=>Ibn Zaid, 1230] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« r F 1 aqi'un launu-ha»: of a bright yellow colour, its yellowness 
shading into white. 1 [1229] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF TASURRU ’ L-NAZIRINA 

By His words « gladdening beholders® He means that this cow amazes 
those who gaze upon it by its beautiful physical structure, appearance 
and form. [=*Qatada, 123 1; =>Al-SuddT, 1233) 

=>Wahb: 

When you gaze upon it, it gives you the impression that the rays 
of the sun are emanating from its hide. [ 1232] 

1 M. Shakir (Sh. & Sh., II, 202, n. 1) tentatively suggests that Tabari objects to this 
interpretation, that it is not a bright yellow which is white, but rather a light yellow. 
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Ojj- L4-LJ 4 ii! *Li j! Ulj L__U 

^ 5 /m 'du la-na rabba-ka yubayyin la-na ma hiya inna ’l-baqara 
tasfiabaha alay-nd wa-in-nd in sha’a * llahu la-muhtadiina 


They said: Pray to your Lord for us, that He may make clear to 
us what it should be; cows look alike to us; and, if God will, we 
shall then be guided.’ 


§ Tabari summarizes the story of the sacrifice of the cow so far from v. 68 , 
saying that there is now no mention of Moses because the context makes it 
clear to whom the people were asking these troublesome questions, by which 
they burdened themselves with difficulties they could have avoided. 

Because the people increased the harm to their prophet Moses and 
their annoyance of him, God increased their punishment and the 
pressure r on them 1 . 

=>Ibn *Abbas: 

If they had taken the nearest cow it would have been enough for 
them, but they pressed relentlessly on r with their questions 1 , so 
God was hard with them. [1235. See also =>‘AbIda al-Salm 5 m, 
1236-8; =>Mujahid 1240, 1241; =>Ibn Juraij, reporting from 
Mujahid, *Ata\ and Muhammad, 1242; =>Qatada, from Muham- 
mad, 1244; =>IbnZaid, 1247] 

=>* Ikrima: 

If the Children of Israel had taken a^y 1 cow it would have 
sufficed them, and if they had not said: «‘ r A 1 nd, if God will, we 
shall thus be guided’ » they would not have found it. [1239. See 
also =>Abu ’l-*Aliya, 1243] 

=^-Ibn 'Abbas: 

If they had taken any cow and sacrificed it, it would have sufficed 
them, but they pressed relentlessly on r with their questions 1 and 
annoyed Moses, so God was hard with them. [1245J 


=>Ibn ’Abbas: 

If the people — i.e., the Children of Israel — had looked for any 
nearby cow, it would have sufficed them, but they pressed 
relentlessly on r with their questions 1 , and He was hard on them, 
and they bought it with a sum of dinars which filled its hide. 
[1246] 

§ TabarT embarks here upon a technical discussion concerning the topic of 
‘generality and specificity (al-'unwm wa ’l-khusus)'. This is one of the topics in 
the science of jurisprudence ( usul al-fiqh), the science which deals with the 
principles which govern the extraction of the rulings of the religious law from 
the sources of the law, e.g., from the scripture. TabarT points out that all the 
authorities he quotes agree that when the Children of Israel were first 
commanded to sacrifice a cow their obligation was to sacrifice any cow, and 
that it was therefore wrong of them to ask for a particular kind of cow to be 
specified. Their duty, he deduces, was to act according to the ostensive 
command and sacrifice any cow they wished. In other words, they should 
have acted according to the generality of the ostensive text. When they 
received a reply to their first request for details about the cow, their position 
with respect to their duty changed, and they should then have acted in 
accordance with the generality of the new ostensive ruling, which was to 
sacrifice any middle-aged cow. As before, it was wrong of them to ask for a 
further specification. And so on with the subsequent questions: they were, in 
effect, given each time a new command, and each time they were in a different 
position and had a different obligation. The point that Tabari wants to make, 
and which, he says, is confirmed by all the authorities whose Traditions he has 
quoted, is that a ruling in a verse from God’s scripture is general and follows 
the ostensive meaning of the text; there is no more specific ruling contained 
within it, as it were, waiting to be inferred or discovered. There is no 
obligation to do anything which is not ostensively indicated. The corollary, 
which he then deduces from this, is that when something in the ostensive, 
general command is subsequently specified — by another revelation or by 
something the Messenger says — a new ruling has been made, and a new duty 
created, which was not part of, or contained in the old ruling. The old ruling 
remains in its ostensive generality, and the new ruling comes into existence 
with its new generality. This opinion, which TabarT says that he has explained 
in a book he wrote called the Kitdb al-Risala, is in opposition to the view 
which says that when a part of a ruling in a verse in the revelation is 
subsequently made specific, the ruling itself becomes specific concerning that 
part which has been specified. 

On the basis of this, TabarT rejects the suggestion that the Children of Israel 
asked these questions out of religious zeal, supposing that a specific cow was 
intended and that they had to find out what it was; for this suggestion in effect 
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claims that they believed God could command them to do something without 
explaining what it was. In that case, they would have been asking God to 
impose an obligation on them, and this, Tabari says, is something which even 
a mad person cannot be conceived doing. 

As for His words « inna ’l-baqara tashabaha ' alay-na » , baqar is the plural 
o fbaqara. 

(...) 

The interpretation of « tashabaha * alay-na » is ‘ r cows^ are confusing 
for us’. 

§ T^harl cites the variant readings (ashshdbahu and yashshdbahu (which are 
present tense forms of tai habaha with assimilation of the l-prefix to the first 
radical sh), and rejects them as contrary to the consensus of the authoritative 
reciters. 

(...) 


2:71 


% ISjJl y 14J1 OjA; ill 'jii 

ci>- 'jjjl \J\J 14J i_i 'J lJjJ. 


qala inna-hu yaqiilu inna-ha baqaratun la dhululun tuthiru ’l-arda 
wa-la tasqi * l-hartha musallamatun Id shiyata fi-hd qdlu ’l-dna ji’ta 
bi-’l-haqqi fa-dhabahu-ha wa-ma kadu yaf'aliina 


He said: ‘He says it shall be a cow not broken to work the land or 
to water the tillage, kept safe, with no blemish on her.’ They said: 
‘Now you have brought the truth’; and therefore they sacrificed 
it, although they almost did not. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF QALA INNA -HU YAQULU 
INNA-HA BAQARATUN LA DHUL UL UN TUTHIRU ’l-ARDA 
WA-LA TASQI ’l-HARTHA 

Moses said: ‘God says that the cow which I have commanded 
you to sacrifice is an unbroken ( dhalul ) cow’ — and by ‘unbroken’ He 
means that it has not been broken in to labour, so it is a cow which has 
not been broken in to tilling (ithdra) the earth with its hooves, nor has it 
been made to draw up water and irrigate the crops . . . [=>Qatada, 1248, 
1253; =>Al-SuddT, 1249; =>Abu ’l-Aliya, 1250; =>Al-RabT b. Anas, 
1251; =>Mujahid, 1252J — ‘to turn over the earth for cultivation.’ . . . 

r God 1 described r the cow 1 thus because it was wild, according to 
what has been said [=*>A 1 -Hasan al-Ba$ri, 1254 (=1221)]. 


the interpretation of musallamatun 

The meaning of masallama ( = kept safe) is derived from saldma 
( = safety). . . . 


[t]: first opinion 
=>Mujahid: 
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« r A Pusallama* means ‘kept safe from blemish’, and «with no 
blemish on it» '"means 1 ‘no white or black on it’. [1255-7] 

second opinion: Others said r it means 1 ‘kept safe from physical 
defects [=>Qatada, 1258, 1259; =>Abu ’I-'Aliya, 1260; =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. 
Anas, 1261; =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1262] 

TABARI’S opinion: What Ibn ‘Abbas, Abu VAliya, and those 
who said the same as they did, said in interpreting this is a preferable 
interpretation of the verse to Mujahid’s, because, if its being kept safe 
was r being kept free 1 of other colours apart from the colour of its hide, 
it would have been superfluous, having said «musallama», to say «with 
no blemish on it*. His words « with no blemish on it* make it clear that 
the meaning o f«musallama» is different from the meaning of « with no 
blemish on it*. This being so, the meaning of the passage is: ‘He says 
that it is a cow which has not been broken in to tilling the land and 
turning it over for cultivation, nor has it been made to draw up water 
for the fields; moreover, it is healthy and has been kept free from 
physical defects.’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF LA SHIYATA FI-HA 

If « with no blemish on it*: With no colour on it differing from the 
colour of its hide. 

The original meaning r of s/riya 1 conies from washy which means ‘to 
embellish the flaws which are on a garment by embroidering different 
colours into the warp and weft of the fabric.’ . . . From this comes the 
word washiti r which is used 1 for someone who slanders a man to the 
ruler or someone else, because of his false representation of him to him 
and his embellishment of his lie with idle talk. . . . 

Shiya is from washaya, because the wa- at the beginning is dropped 
and replaced with an ha (ta marhuta) at the end. 

§ Tabari cites several Traditions which confirm the interpretation he gives. 
[=>Qatada, 1263, 1264; =*Abu ’ 1 -Aliya, 1265; =*Mujahid, 1266, 1267 (see above 
i2 55 ~ 7 ); =>*A{iya, 1268; =>Al-SuddT, 1279; =*>Ibn Zaid, 1280; =>A 1 -Rabl* b. 
Anas, 1281] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QAL U ’l-ANA Jl’TA BI- ’l-HAQQI 
[t]: first opinion: Seme of them said that it means: ‘Now you 


have explained the truth to us. We have found out what it is, and we 
know which cow you meant.’ [=>Qatada, 1282] 

Second opinion: Some of them said: This is God reporting about 
the people that they accused God’s prophet, Moses, of not bringing 
them the truth about the cow before that. 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

They needed a cow whose qualities apart from this — that it was 
golden with no black or white in it — they did not know. They 
said: ‘This is the cow of so-and-so. «Now you have brought the 
truth.’* By God, he had brought them the truth before that. [1283] 

§ Tabari prefers the first intepretation, on the grounds that it is more 
consistent with the Qur’anic text. He adds, however, that the people 
committed an act of insolence and ignorance against Moses in implying that he 
had not told them the truth before. 

In the past an interpreter had claimed that by saying «‘Now you have 
brought the truth’ » the people had become unbelievers, accusing Moses of 
having lied to them. Tabari does not accept this, because the fact that the 
people submitted and sacrificed the cow shows that they obeyed God, 
although what they said showed their ignorance and their error. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-DHABAHU 
WA-MA KADU YAF'ALUNA 

. . . By His words «wa-ma kadii yaf'aluna » He means that they almost 
failed to sacrifice it and abandoned the duty God had imposed on them 
in this. 

[t]: first opinion: Some of them said: The reason r that they 
almost omitted the duty which God had imposed upon them 
concerning the sacrifice 1 was the excessive cost of the cow they had 
been commanded to sacrifice and whose description had been 
explained to them. [=>Muhammad b. Ka‘b al-QurazT, 1274, 1275; 
=>Mujahid, Muhammad b. Ka‘b al-Qura?I, and Muhammad b. Qais, 
1276 (where it is stated that the price was the animal’s hide filled with 
gold which had belonged to the murdered man)] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

nrhis 1 . . . means r thaf* they almost did not do it ( kadii la yaf'aluna) 
and what they wanted did not happen, for they wanted not to 
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sacrifice it. Everything in the Qur’an r about which it is said" 1 kdda 
or kadu ( = it/they almost . . .) or law ( = the hypothetical ‘if’) did 
not happen; this is as Hn 1 His words «akddu ukhfr-hd ( = I almost hid 
it r but did not 1 ) » (20: 15). [1277] 

second opinion: Others said that they almost did not do this out 
of fear of the scandal r that would ensue 1 if God made clear who had 
murdered the dead man about whom they had quarrelled before 
Moses. 

tabarI s opinion: The correct interpretation in our view is that 
the people almost did not do what God had commanded them to do by 
sacrificing the cow for both these reasons: the first being the excessive 
price, despite what has been mentioned to us about its small worth and 
low value; and the other is the fear of the great scandal they would 
incur when God disclosed the murderer to his prophet, Moses. 

As for the excessive price, a variety of Traditions have been reported 
to us concerning this [e.g., =>A 1 -Suddl, 1278 (ten times its weight in 
gold), =>AbIda, 1279, =»Wahb, 1282, and =^»Ibn 'Abbas, 1283 (its hide 
full of dinars), =>Mujahid, 1280, 1281 (its hide full of gold)]. 

As for its small worth and low value: 

=>'Ikrima: 

Its price was only three dinars. [1288] 

As for what we have said about their fear of the scandal they would 
incur: 

=>Wahb b. Munabbih: 

When the people were commanded to sacrifice the cow, they said 
to Moses «‘Do you take us in jest?’», because they knew that they 
would be exposed when it was sacrificed; so they were averse to 
sacrificing it. [1289] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

After God had revivified the dead man and he had informed them 
about his murderer, the killers denied having killed him, and said: 

‘By God, we did not kill him - , after they had seen the sign and the 
truth. [1290] 
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wa-idh qataltum nafsan fa-’ddara turn ft-hd wa-’lldhu mukhrijun tnd 

kuntum taktumuna 

And when you killed a soul, and disputed about it — and God 
disclosed what you were hiding — 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH QATALTUM NAFSAN 

fa-’ddara’tum FI-HA 

By His words «And when you killed a soul» He means: And 
remember, O Children of Israel, when you killed a soul. And the «soul» 
which they killed was the soul whose story we have mentioned in the 
interpretation of 2: 67 ... . 

His words «fa-’dddra % tum fr-ha» mean ‘and you were at variance about 
it [=>Mujahid, 1292, 1293], ‘and you contended with one another 
about it’ [=>Ibn Zaid, 1295]. . . . 

Iddara turn is originally tadara turn, but the ta’ is close in pronunciation 
to the dal, that is to say that td ’is pronounced with the tip of the tongue 
and the base of the two lips, and the dal is pronounced with the tip of 
the tongue and the tips of the teeth, so the td ’ is assimilated to the dal, 

and they become a double dal 

(...) 

=>IbnJuraij: 

«And when you killed a soul, and disputed about it»: some of 
them said: ‘You killed him’, and the others said: ‘You killed him.’ 
[1294] 

And they disputed about the soul whom they had killed. 

=>Mujahid: 

The man of the r story of the 1 cow was one of the Children of 
Israel, and a man killed him and dumped him at the door of some 
other people. Then the relatives of the murdered man came and 
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accused them of his blood, and they denied it ( intafii ) — or claimed 
they were innocent of it ( intajalu ), Abu *Asim r one of the 
transmitters 1 was not sure. [1296] 

=>Qatada: 

There was a murdered man among the Children of Israel, and 
each tribe from them accused another of it, until the evil among 
them reached a dangerous degree, so that they took their case 
before God s prophet. Then God revealed to Moses: ‘Slaughter a 
cow and smite r the murdered man 1 with a part of it.’ It has been 
mentioned to us that his relative who was seeking to avenge his 
blood was the one who had killed him on account of the 
inheritance between them. [1298] 

^Ibn ‘Abbas: 

There was an old man from the Children of Israel in Moses’ time 
who was very wealthy, and his nephews were poor and had no 
property. The ole man had no son, and his nephews were his heirs. 
They said: ‘If only our uncle would die and we could inherit his 
wealth!’ When their uncle took too long for them to die, Satan 
came to them and said: ‘Why do you not kill your uncle, inherit 
his wealth, and claim blood-money from the people of the town 
in which you do not live?’ — that is to say, there were two towns, 
and they lived in one of them; whenever someone was murdered 
and dumped between the two towns, the distance between the 
dead man and the two towns would be measured and the 
blood-money would be claimed from the one he was nearest to. 
When Satan had talked them into this, and their uncle’s death had 
taken too long for them, they went to him and killed him, and 
then they went and dumped him at the gate of the town in which 
they did not live. When the people of the town woke up in the 
morning, the nephews of the old man came and said: ‘Our uncle 
has been murdered at the gate of your town. By God, you shall 
pay us our uncle’s blood-money.’ The people of the town said: 
‘We swear by God that we did not kill him, nor do we know who 
killed him. We did not open the gate of our town after it had been 
bolted until we woke up in the morning.’ And they went to 
Moses, and when they arrived the nephews of the old man said: 
‘We found our unde murdered at the gate of their town.’ And the 
people of the town said: ‘We swear by God that we did not kill 
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him, and we did not open the gate of the town once we had bolted 
it until we got up in the morning.’ And Gabriel brought a 
command to Moses from our Lord, the All-hearing, the 
Omniscient, saying: ‘Say to them that God commands them to 
sacrifice a cow and to smite r the murdered man 1 with a part of it.’ 
[1299. See also a similar Tradition containing the intertwined 
narratives of Mujahid, Muhammad b. Ka'b al-Qura?I, and 
Muhammad b. Qais, 1300; also =>‘AbIda, 1131, =>Ibn Zaid, 1302] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’LLAHU MUKHRIJUN MA KUNTUM 

TAKTUMUNA 

And God disclosed what you were concealing about the death of 
the murdered man whom you killed and then disputed about. 

Ikhraj ( == lit., to bring out, e.g., into the open) r is used 1 in this place 
•“to 1 mean ‘divulge’, ‘disclose’ ... as r it does in what 1 God said 
Elsewhere 1 : «so that they do not prostrate themselves to God, who 
discloses ( yukhriju ) what is hidden in the heavens and the earth. » (27: 27) 
(...) 
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2:73 
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fa-qulna * dribu-hu bi-ba'dt-ha ka-dhdlika yuhyi ’llahu ’l-mauta 
wa-yuri-kum cyati-hi laalla-kum ta'qiluna 


so We said: ‘Smite him with part of it’; thus does God bring the 
dead to life, and He shows you His signs so that you may 

understand. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-QULNA ’ DRIBU-HU BI-BA 'DI-HA 

If So We said to the people of Moses who disputed about the 
murder — whose affair we have previously described — : ‘Smite the 
murdered man « with part of it »’ — i.e., with part of the cow which God 
had commanded them to sacrifice. 


‘My nephew.’ (...) He had murdered him and dumped him on 
that tribe desiring to take his blood-money. [1313] 

tabarI’s opinion: The correct interpretation ... in our view is: 
God commanded them to smite the murdered man with part of the 
cow so that the smitten man would revive. And there is no indication 
in the verse, nor r in n any authoritative Tradition as to which part of it 
the people were commanded to smite the murdered man with. It is 
possible that . . . Ht 1 was the thigh, ... or the tail, or the cartilage from 
the shoulder, or any other part of it. There is no harm in not knowing 
what the murdered man was smitten with, nor is there any advantage 
in knowing, besides the confirmation that the people smote the 
murdered man with a part of the cow after they had sacrificed it and 
God had brought him Haack 1 to life. 

question: What is the meaning of the command to smite the 
murdered man with a part of r the cow 1 ? 

reply: So that he could be revived to inform God’s prophet, Moses, 
and those who disputed about it, who had killed him. 


[t]: «part of it»: first opinion: Some said the murdered man 
was smitten with the thigh. 

^Mujahid: 

He was smitten with the thigh of the cow and then stood up alive. 
Then he said: ‘So-and-so murdered me.’ Then he returned to his 
r stateoP death. [1305, 1306, 1308; also =>*Ikrima, 1307, =>Qatada, 
1309, 1310] 

second opinion: Others said that what he was smitten with was 
the piece of flesh which is between the shoulder-blades. [=>A 1 -Suddl, 
1311] 

third opinion: Others said that what they were commanded to 
smite him with was one of its bones. [=>Abu ’1- Aliya, 13 12J 

FOURTH OPINION 


question: Where is the report that God commanded them to do 
this for this reason? 

reply: This was omitted because the indication from what was 
mentioned in the passage sufficed to point to it, in the same way as Hn 1 
the similar Examples of ellipsis 1 which we have previously mentioned. 

If So We said: ‘Smite him with a part of r the cow 1 so that he will 
revive’; and they smote him, and he revived. 

This is like His words « ‘Strike the sea with your staff’; and it clave », 
meaning: So he struck it and it clave. The proof of this is His words: 
«thus does God bring the dead to life, and He shows you His signs so 
that you may have understanding. » 

THE INTERPRETATION OF KA-DHALIKA YUHYI ’LLAHU 
’l-ma UTA 


=>Ibn Zaid: 

They smote the murdered man with some of its limbs ( arab ), and 
behold, he stood up. They said: ‘Who murdered you?’ He said: 


r These words 1 . . . are addressed by God to His believing servants, and 
r in them He 1 remonstrates against the polytheists who deny the 
Resurrection. He commanded them to take a lesson from what He did 
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when He revived the murdered man of the Children oflsrael after he 
had died in this world. He said to them: ‘O you who deny the 
Resurrection after death, take heed from My revivification of this 
murdered man after his death, that, just as I revived him in this world, I 
shall revive the dead after they have died, and awaken them on the Day 
of the Resurrection. 

r God n thereby advanced his argument with the polytheists among 
the Arabs, who were an illiterate people with no scripture, because 
those of the Children oflsrael who had knowledge of this lived among 
them. And this verse descended among them, and God thereby 
informed them of this, so that they would seek to acquaint themselves 
with the knowledge possessed by those who were among them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YURI-K UM A YATI-HI 
LA’ALLA-KUM TA 'QILUNA 

If And God shows you His signs which r Muhammad 1 brought 
from God, O unbelievers who give Muhammad and what he brought 
from God the lie — and His signs are His signs and proofs which 
demonstrate his prophethood — so that you may realize and understand 
that he is telling the truth; so believe in him and follow him. 
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thumma qasat quliibu-kum min badi dhalika fa-hiya ka-’l-hijarati aw 
ashaddu qaswatan wa-inna mina ’ l-hijarati la-ma yatafajjaru miti-hu 
'l-anharu wa-inna min-ha la-ma yashshaqqaqu fa-yakhruju min-hu 
' l-ma 3 u wa-inna min-ha la-ma yahbitu min khashyati * llahi wa-ma 
* llahu bi-ghafilin e am-ma ta e maliina 

Then your hearts became hardened thereafter, and they r became n 


like stones, or harder; for there are stones from which rivers gush 
forth, and others split so that water flows from them, and others 
crash down in dread of God. And God is not heedless of the 


things you do. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA QASAT QULUBU-KUM 
MIN BA ’DI DHALIKA 

By this He means the unbelievers of the Children oflsrael, and they, 
according to what was mentioned, were the nephews of the murdered 
man. 

r Then their hearts" 1 became dry, coarse, and rough, { after He had 
revived for them the murdered man — about whose murder they had 
disputed — and rafter 1 he had informed them of his murderer, and the 
reason for which he had murdered him, . . . and r after n God, by his 
report, had put an end to the argument between those who were telling 
the truth and those who were not. 

The hardness of their hearts, by which God described them, was, 
according to what has reached us, their denial of having killed the 
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murdered man whom God had revived. Then He informed the 
Children of Israel that they were his murderers, after ^the murdered 
man 1 had told them this, and after his second death. 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

When the murdered man had been smitten by part of it — i.e., by 
part of the cow — he sat up alive and it was said to him: ‘Who 
killed you?’ And he said: ‘My nephews killed me.’ Then he died. 
And his nephews said, when he had died: ‘By God, we did not kill 
him.’ And they denied the truth, after they had seen it. And God 
said: «Then your hearts became hardened thereafter » — i.e., r the 
hearts of 1 the nephews of the old man — «and they r became 1 like 
stones, or harder*. [1314; see also =>Qatada, 1315] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-HIYA K A-’ L-HIJ A R ATI 
'■ A W ASHADDU QASWA TAN 

1 [ Then, after you had seen the truth so that it had become clear to 
you and you had recognized it, your hearts hardened against 
submitting to it and against conceding the necessity of God’s truth 
r when it faced 1 you; and your hearts were callous, arid, coarse, and 
harsh, like stones, «or harder* — meaning that their hearts were more 
callous than stones against submitting to the necessity of God’s truth 
against them, and against conceding to Him the unavoidability of His 
rights against them. 

objection: What is the signification of His saying «and they 
r became n like stones, or harder*, when ‘or ( aw)’, among those who 
speak Arabic, is used in talking to mean doubt, while there can be no 
doubt in God’s statement? 

reply: This does not signify what you imagine it does . . ., rather it is 
a statement about their hard hearts, that they were . . . hard like stones, 
or more solid than stones, in their view and the view of those who 
knew about them. 

§ Taban gives the views of several anonymous Arabic experts about this use 
of ‘or (aw)\ One said, quoting other examples from the Qur’an — 37: 147 and 
34: 24 — and poetry, that in these cases the speaker is well aware of which of the 
two things is true, though he says it in this way so as to create a feeling of 
vagueness in whoever is being addressed. Another said that this verse had an 


inclusive meaning, by which he meant that some of their hearts were callous 
like stones, and some were even more callous, giving as an example the 
sentence ‘I gave you only sweet things or sour things to eat’, meaning nothing 
but these two things. Another said it meant ‘and’, just as it would do in a 
negative sentence like « and obey not one of them, sinner or unbeliever* {76: 24), 
and another, also quoting 37: 147, said it meant ‘even ’’harder 1 ’. Finally, 
another said that it meant ‘they were like stones, or harder in your case.’ 
Tabari says there are grounds in Arabic speech for all these views, although he 
prefers the interpretation he gave first, and those which preserve the basic 
meaning of aw signifying an alternative. He then gives reasons for ashaddu 
being in the nominative. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-INNA MINA ’l-HIJARATI 
LA-MA YATAFAJJARU MIN-HU ’l-ANHARU 

For there are some stones from which water gushes forth from 
which rivers come. 

By the mention of ‘rivers’ He dispensed with mentioning ‘water’. . . . 
Tafajjur ( = gushing forth) . . . r is used 1 when water comes down from 
its source. r The VII th form verb from the same root 1 infajara ( = to burst 
forth) is used for every fluid which spurts up when it comes from its 
place, be it water, blood, pus, or anything else.J 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-INNA MIN-HA LA-MA 
YASHSHAQQAQU FA -YAK HR UJU MIN-HU ’l-MA’U 

f And there are some stones which . . . develop fissures — r the verb 
is 1 yatashaqqaqu , but the ta ’ (- 1 -) is assimilated with the shin ( -sh -) and 
becomes a double shin (- shsh -) — so that they become welling springs 
and flowing rivers. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-INNA MIN-HA LA-MA YAHBITU 
MIN KHASHYATI ’LLAHI 

K And some stones crash down — i.e., tumble down from the tops 
of mountains to the earth and r to 1 the feet of the mountains — out of 
fear and dread of God. 1 

God described the stones r thus 1 .... after making them a similitude 
for those Children of Israel whose hardness of heart He reported, 
/absolving r the stones 1 , but not the Children of Israel whose hardness of 
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heart He reported, from any guilt. For, according to find's description 
of them, they gave His Messengers the lie and denied His signs after He 
had shown them the signs and warnings and after they had seen the 
wonders of the indicants and proofs, despite the sound minds which He 
had given them and the healthy souls He had blessed them with, which 
He had not given stones and clods of earth. Moreover, despite that, 
there are those r stones n from which rivers gush forth, those from which 
water flows, and those which crash down in dread of God. So He stated 
that there are stones which are more malleable than their hearts towards 
the truth to which they are summoned. [=>Ibn Ishaq, 1316] 

§ Tabari then quotes Traditions [=>Mujahid, 1317, 1318; =>Qatada, 1319, 
1320; =>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1321; =*Ibn Juraij, 1322] which support his exegesis of the 
stones being more deserving of pardon than the Children of Israel. He then 
cites a variety of opinions about the significance of the crashing down of the 
stones, but he does not take them into account on the grounds that they are at 
variance with the interpretation of the most prominent interpreters. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA ’LLAHU BI-GHAFILIN 
'A M-MA TA ' MA L UNA 

If O you Children of Israel and Jewish rabbis who give His signs the 
lie, and deny the prophethood of His Messenger, Muhammad, and say 
baseless things about him, God is not heedless of your malicious deeds 
and vile acts; rather, He charges them against you, so as to requite you 
for them in the Hereafter or punish you for them in this world. 

The original meaning of ghafia is to abandon something because one 
is inattentive to, and forgetful of it 

1 For habafa, see Exeg. 2: 36, p. 257, and Exeg. 2: 61, p. 350. 
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a-fa-tatma'una an yu’minu la-kum wa-qad kana fartqun min-hum 
yasma'iina kalama ’lldhi thumrna yuharrifUna-hu min ba‘di rnd 
'aqalii-hu wa-hum ya'lamuna 


Do you then hope for them to believe you, when there is a party 
of them who heard God’s speech and then altered it after they had 
comprehended it, wittingly? 


THE INTERPRETATION OF A-FA-TATMA 'UNA 
AN YU’ MINU LA-KUM 

If O Companions of Muhammad — i.e., O believers in Muham- 
mad, and testifiers to the truth of what He brought you from God — do 
you expect the Jews of the Children of Israel to believe you 
[=>A 1 -Rabi‘ b. Anas, 1326; =>Qatada, 1327], to affirm your veracity 
concerning what your prophet, Muhammad, brought you from 
your Lord. 

(...) 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QAD KANA 
FARIQUN MIN-HUM 

Fartq ( = party), like taifa ( = group), is a plural with no singular derived 
from it. It is of the form fa'll from r the V th form verb" 1 tafarraqa ( = to be 
divided). It names a collective, just as hi zb ( = party), from r the V th 
form verb 1 tahazzaba ( = to make common cause), names a group, and 
so forth-t 

§ Tabari points out that the pronoun ‘them’ refers to the Children of Israel 
in general, from the time of Moses and onwards, although they are being 
included here, as ancestors, among the Jews contemporary with Muhammad 
who have just been mentioned. 1 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF YASMA' UNA KALAMA ' LLAHI 
THU MM A YUHAKRIFUNA-HU MIN B A’ D I M A ‘A Q A L U -H U 
WA -HUM YA‘ LAMUNA 

[t]: first opinion 
=>Mujahid: 

• Do you then hope tor them to believe you, when there is a party 
of them who heard God’s speech and then altered it after they had 
comprehended it, wittingly? » Those who altered it and kept it 
secret were the learned among them. [1328, 1329] 

=>Ibn Zaid, concerning ^Tthey 1 heard God’s speech and then 
altered il »: 

r This means 1 the Torah which He sent down to them; they altered 
it: they made what was licit in it illicit, and what was illicit in it 
licit, and the truth in it false, and the false in it true. When the one 
in the right came to them with a bribe, they took out God’s 
scripture for him, but when the one making false claims came to 
them with a bribe, they took out that 'altered 1 scripture for him, 
and he was r found to be 1 truthful therein. And if someone came 
and asked them something in which was no truth, no bribe, 
nothing, they would command him to the truth. And r God 1 said 
to them « Will you bid the people to piety and forget yourselves, 
while you recite the scripture? Do you not understand? » (2: 44) 
Ii33i] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Al-RabT* r b. Anas 1 , concerning this verse: 

They heard this like the prophets heard; then they altered it after 
they had understood it, wittingly. [1332] 

=>Muhammad b. Isljaq: 

It has reached us from one of the learned that they said to Moses: 
‘O Moses, something prevents us from seeing God, so make us 
hear his speech when He talks to you.’ So Moses asked this of his 
Lord, and He said: ‘Indeed, so command them to purify 
themselves, and to purify their clothes, and to fast.’ And they did. 
Then he went forth with them until they came to Mount Sinai. 
When the overcast covered them, Moses commanded them to 
prostrate, and they fell down prostrating. His Lord spoke with 


him, and they heard His speech, commanding him and forbidding 
him, so that they understood what they heard. Then he went back 
with them to the Children of Israel. When they came r back 1 a 
party of them altered what He had commanded them, and, when 
Moses said to the Children of Israel: ‘God has commanded you to 
do such-and-such’, this group whom God mentioned said: ‘In fact, 

He said such-and-such’, the opposite of what God had told them. 

It is they whom God meant r when He revealed this 1 to His 
Messenger, Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him 
peace. (1333] 

tabari’s opinion: The best of the two interpretations we have 
quoted for this verse, the closest to what the ostensive reading indicates, 
is what al-Rabl* b. Anas said, and what Ibn Ishaq related from one of 
the learned. . . . r This means 1 that God stated that it was a group of 
those who heard God’s speech who did the altering, thereby 1 stressing 
the gravity of the lie they brought, after He had confirmed the proof 
and demonstration for them; and He notified His believing servants of 
the vanity of their hopes about the faith of their surviving descendants 
in the truth, light, and guidance which Muhammad had brought 
them. Thus He said to them: 

H ‘How can you expect these Jews to affirm your truthfulness, 
when you inform them by what you telLthem of the reports from God 
of something invisible which they have not witnessed or seen? Some of 
them heard from God His command and prohibition, then changed it 
and altered it and denied it. Those of their surviving descendants who 
are among you are more likely to deny the truth you have brought 
them, not having heard it from God but only from you; and it is more 
probable that they will alter the qualities and description of your 
prophet, Muhammad, in their scriptures, and change them wittingly, 
and then deny him and give him the lie. r They are more likely to do 
this 1 than their predecessors who heard the speech of God directly from 
God; they altered it after they had understood it and known it, 
intentionally altering it. 

§ Tabari discounts the first opinion on the grounds that if «who heard God’s 
speech* had meant ‘who heard the Torah’, it would have applied to those who 
did not alter it as well as to those who did. 

. . . God states that they r altered it 1 . . . in r fulP knowledge of the 
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interpretation of what they altered, which was opposite to what they 
changed it to. 

If « r They 1 altered it after they had comprehended it* — after they 
had understood its interpretation — « wittingly* — knowing that in their 
alteration of the part of it which they altered they were uttering 
nonsense and lying. 

' For similar usages, see also 2: 49 and 2: 64. 
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wa-idha laqu ’lladhina amanu qalu amanttd wa-idha khala badu-hum 
ila ba'din qalu a-tuhaddithiina-hum bi-ma fataha ’lldhu 'alay-kum 
li-yuhdjju-kum bi-hi ‘ittda rakbi-kum a-fa-ld ta'qiluna 

And when they meet those who believe, they say: ‘We believe’; 
and when they go into seclusion with one another, they say: ‘Do 
you relate to them what God has revealed to you, that they may 
thereby dispute with you before your Lord? Have you no 

understanding?’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA LAQU ’ LLADHINA AMANU 

QALU A MANN A 

A s for r these n words of His, . . . they are a statement by God about 
those Jews of the Children of Israel concerning whose faith He had told 
the Companions of Muhammad to give up all hope, those from whom 
a party had heard the speech of God and had then altered it after they 
had understood, wittingly. They it was who would meet those who 
believed in God and His Messenger, Muhammad, and say: ‘We 
believe’. . . . God states that they behaved in the same way .as the 
hypocrites, and followed their way. [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1335, 1336] 
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There is another opinion about the interpretation of this reported 
from Ibn ‘Abbas: 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«And when they meet those who believe, they say: ‘We believe’ », 
i.e., ‘in your master, the Messenger of God, may God bless him 
and grant him peace, although he is special to you’. [1337] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA KHALA BA'DU-HUM ILA 
BA 'DIN QALU A-TUHADDITHUNA-HUM BI-MA FATAHA ’LLAHU 
’ALA Y-KUM LI-YUHAJJU-KUM BI-HI ’ INDA RABBI-KUM 
A-FA-LA TA’QIL UNA 

When some of these Jews, whom God described, were alone with 
others, and were secluded from people other than themselves — and that 
•^means 1 a place where there was no one else but them — «they 
said* — i.e., they said to each other — « ‘Do you relate to them what God 
has revealed to you?’* 

[tJ: «whatgod has revealed to you*: first opinion 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« r A^nd when they go into seclusion with one another, they say: 
‘Do you relate to them what God has revealed to you?* He means 
‘what God has commanded you to do’; and the others say: ‘We are 
only mocking and ridiculing them.’ [1339I 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

« And when they meet those who believe, they say: ‘We believe’*, 
i.e., ‘in your master, the Messenger of God, although he is special 
to you.’ And when they were alone with each other, they said: 
‘Do not tell the Arabs this, for you have been asking God for r a 
prophet" 1 to help r you^ against them, and r the prophet He has sent 1 
is one of them.’ So God sent down: «And when they meet those 
who believe, they say: ‘We believe’; and when they go into 
seclusion with one another, they say: ‘Do you relate to them what 
God has revealed to you, that they may thereby dispute with you 
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before your Lord?’*, meaning: ‘You acknowledge that he is a 
prophet, and you know that the covenant for him was taken from 
you that you must follow him, and he tells them that he is the 
prophet whom we are awaiting and whom we find in our 
scripture. Deny him, and do not acknowledge to them that he r is a 
prophet 1 .’ God says: «Do they not know that God knows what 
they keep secret and what they proclaim?* [1340. See also =>Abu 
V Aliya, 1341; =>Qatada, 1342, 1343, 1344] 

THIRD OPINION 

=5-Mujahid: 

r This is what 1 the Jews of Banu Quraiza said when the Prophet, 
may God bless him and grant him peace, cursed them as the 
brothers of apes and swine. They said: ‘Who told you?’ — This was 
when he sent *A 1 T to them and they offended Muhammad; so he 
said: ‘O brothers of apes and swine.’ 1 [1345, 1346, 1347] 

FOURTH OPINION 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

« r T 1 hey say: ‘Do you relate to them* — the chastisement that — 
«God has ruled (fataha ) for you, 2 that they may thereby dispute 
with you before your Lord?*. They were people among the Jews 
who had believed and had then became hypocrites, and they had 
related to the believers among the Arabs what their chastisement 
would be. Then they said to each other: ‘Do you relate to them 
the chastisement that God has ruled for you, so that they say: “We 
are more beloved by God than you, and dearer to God than 
you.’” [1348] 

FIFTH OPINION 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

When they were asked about something: ‘Do you not know that 
such-and-such is in the Torah?’, they would say: ‘Yes, indeed’ — 
(...) they were Jews. Then their leaders, to whom they turned, 
would say to them: ‘Why did you tell them what God has sent 
down to you, that they may thereby dispute with you before your 
Lord? Have you no understanding?’ (...) The Messenger of God 
said: ‘Verily, none shall enter r the walls of 1 the city r of Medina 1 
among us unless he is a believer.’ So their leaders, who were 
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unbelievers and hypocrites, said: ‘Go and say: “We believe”, but be 
unbelievers when you come back.’ (...) So they would come to 
Medina in the early morning and return to them after the 
afternoon prayer. (...) « There is a party of the people of scripture 
who say: ‘Believe in what has been sent down to those who 
believe at the beginning of the day and disbelieve at the end of it so 
that they might return’* (3: 72). And when they entered Medina 
they would say: ‘We are Muslims’, in order to find out the news 
and the situation of the Messenger of God, but when they 
returned, they returned to unbelief. When God informed His 
prophet about them, he stopped them from doing this, and they 
did not enter. The believers who were with the Messenger of God 
supposed they were believers, and said to them: ‘Has God not said 
to you such-and-such?’, and they would say: ‘Yes.’ But when they 
returned to their people, i.e., the leaders, they said: « ‘Do you relate 
to them what God has revealed to you, that they may there- 
by dispute with you before your Lord? Have you no under- 
standing?’* [1349] 

TAbarI’s opinion: The original meaning of jath in the speech of 
the Arabs is ‘deliverance’, ‘judgement’, ‘ruling’. It is used r in 
supplications 1 to say ‘O God, rule ( iftah ) between me and so-and-so’, J 
and a judge r in law 1 is called a fattah. Thus God said: «‘0 our Lord, give 
true deliverance (iftah bi-'l-haqqi) between us and our people; You are 
the best of deliverers. » (7: 89) 

Since the meaning of fath is as we have described, it is clear that the 
meaning of r this passage 1 ... is: ‘Do you relate to them what God has 
ruled for you and has decreed concerning you.’ And part of God’s 
ruling for them is that whereby in the Torah He took their compact of 
belief in Muhammad and what he brought; and part of what He 
decreed concerning them is that He made from them apes and swine, 
and so forth. All this was a proof for the Messenger of God and those 
who believe in him against those Jews who give him the lie, who 
acknowledge the ruling of the Torah and r His 1 other r rulings and 
judgements 1 . 

This being so, the best interpretation of the verse is, in our view, the 
opinion of him who said: This means: ‘Do you relate to them what 
God has revealed (fatah) to you about the sending of Muhammad to 
His creatures?’, for, in the first part of this verse, God narrated the 
statement about their saying to the Messenger of God and his 
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Companions: ‘We believe in what Muhammad brought’, and it is best 
that the end r of the verse 1 2 should correspond to the report with which 
it started. 

In this case, it necessarily follows that they censured each other for 
what they disclosed to the Messenger of God and his Companions 
when they said to them: ‘We believe in Muhammad and what he has 
brought’. For they said this because they had found it in their scriptures, 
and they were informing the Companions of the Messenger of God of 
this. And they censured each other when they were alone for having 
told r the Muslims 1 something which was a proof for the Muslims 
against them before their Lord. That is to say that they told r the 
Muslims 1 about the existence of the description of Muhammad in their 
scriptures, yet they disbelieved in him. So God’s support which He 
granted the Muslims against the Jews, His ruling against them for r the 
Muslims 1 in their Book, was that they should believe in Muhammad 
when he was sent, but when he was sent they disbelieved in him, 
despite knowing about his prophethood. 

•^So 1 His words «‘Have you no understanding?’* are a statement by 
God about the Jews who censured their brothers for telling the 
Companions of the Messenger of God what God had revealed to them, 
when they said to them: ‘Do you not understand, O you people, that 
your telling the Companions of the Prophet that it is in your scriptures 
that he is the prophet who is sent as a proof for them against you before 
your Lord which they will bring as evidence against you?’ That is to 
say: ‘Do not do this; do not speak to them as you do; do not tell them 
what you have told them about this.’ And God said: «Know they not 
that God knows what they keep secret and what they proclaim? » 

1 For the Prophet’s raid against the Banu Quraifa, sec Ibn Ishaq (195$), pp. 461 ff. 

2 See p. 407. 
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a-wa-la yalamuna anna ’ llaha ya'lamu ma yusirriina wa-ma yu'liniina 

Know they not that God knows what they keep secret and what 

they proclaim? 


If Do those Jews who censure their brothers from their own 
religious community . . . not know that God knows of their disbelief, 
their censure of each other, . . . which they keep secret and hide from 
the believers in their seclusion, and r that He knows 1 that they 
hypocritically proclaim ... to Muhammad and his Companions when 
they meet them . . .: ‘We believe in Muhammad and what he 
brought’, trying to deceive God, His Messenger, and the believers? 
[=^Qatada, 1350; =>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 1351] 


OjSJoj 

wa-min-hum ummiyuna la yalamuna ’l-kitaba ilia amaniya wa-in hum 

ilia yazunnuna 

And there are illiterate people among them, not knowing the 
scripture, but only falsehoods, merely conjecturing. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MIN-HUM UMMIYUNA 

If Among these Jews whose story God narrated in these verses . . . 
[=>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya, 1352; =>A 1 -Rabr b. Anas, 1353; =>Mujahid, 1354], 
r there are 1 «ummiyun» — i.e., those who do not read or write, r as in 1 : 

The Prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace, said: ‘We 
are an illiterate people (ummatun ummiyatun) who do not write and 
are innumerate.’ [1355] 



4io 


Sura 2, verse 78 
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=>lbrahlm ^l-Nakha*^ 1 : 

Among them were those who could not (la yuhsinu ) write. [1356] 
=?-Ibn Zaid: 

Illiterate Jews who did not read the scripture. [1357] 

An opinion contrary to this opinion is narrated from Ibn 'Abbas: 
=*dbn 'Abbas: 

Ummiyun r refers to 1 some people who did not believe in a prophet 
sent by God, nor in a scripture revealed by God; and they wrote a 
scripture with their own hands. Then they said to ignorant, 
common people: ‘This is from God.’ 

(...) He stated that they wrote r it n themselves, and then He 
called them ummiyun because they rejected God’s scriptures and 
Messengers. 1 [1358] 

But this is an interpretation contrary to what is known about the 
common speech of the Arabs. That is to say that ummf among the Arabs 
is someone who cannot write. 

I am of the opinion that an illiterate person is called ummf, relating 
him in his lack of ability to write to his mother (umm), because writing 
was something which men, and not women, did, so that a man who 
could not write and form letters was linked to his mother, and not to 
his father, in his ignorance of writing. . . . 

Since the meaning of ummf in the speech of the Arabs is as we have 
described, the preferable interpretation of the verse is what al-Nakha'T 
said 

THE INTERPRETATION OF LA Y A 'LAMUNA 'l-KITABA 
ILLA AMANIYA 

H Not knowing what was in the scripture sent down by God; not 
being aware of the limits, rulings, and duties which God had laid down 
in it; like beasts. [=*>Qatada, 1359, 1360; =>Abu ’ 1 -Aliya, 1361; =>Ibn 
'Abbas, 1362, 1363; =*>Ibn Zaid, 1363] 

By «the scripture* He meant ‘the Torah’, and that is why it has a 
definite article, because a specific, well-known scripture is meant by it. 

§ Of two interpretations he mentions for «but only falsehood ( ilia amaniy )», 
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Tabari prefers that of Ibn 'Abbas {1365! and Mujahid [1366, 1367] which says 
that they did not understand anything of the scripture which God revealed to 
Moses, but invented lies and falsehoods. He supports this with evidence for this 
meaning of amaniy from a Tradition from 'Uthman b. 'Afftn. He rejects the 
interpretations according to which they recited the Torah without under- 
standing, or that they understood what they wanted to understand, on the 
grounds that the end of the verse says that they conjectured and were not 
certain, and neither of these interpretations is consistent with this. In the first 
case, someone who recites something either understands nothing, or he does 
understand, in which case he knows; in neither instance is there doubt. Or, if 
he does not understand, he may still have doubts about the very nature of what 
he is reciting, but this was not the case with the Jews at the time of 
Muhammad. In the second case, again, someone who understands only what 
he wants to understand still knows what he understands — he is not in a state of 
doubt. Knowledge and doubt, Tabari affirms, are mutually exclusive terms. 
Moreover, he cites other verses of the Qur’an and examples from poetry to 
show that the use of* ilia* here means that ‘the scripture’, which they did not 
know, and their amaniy, were two things completely separate and different 
from each other. He also cites, but rejects, a variant reading amdtit, without the 
doubling of the final ya‘. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IN HUM ILLA YUZUNNUNA 

§ Tabari explains that the particle «in* here means ‘not’, and « yazunnuna* 
means they doubted and knew not the truth of it and whether it was correct’. 
Thus the phrase means: 

1 Among them were those who could neither read nor write, and 
who did not know the Book of God or what was in it, except by 
fabricating lies and falsehoods about God, conjecturing that they were 
correct in their lies and falsehoods. [=^-Mujahid, 1374, 1375, 1376; 
=>Qatada, 1378; =>Abu ’l-*Aliya, 1379; =>Al-RabT' b. Anas, 1380] 

§ More specifically, it means that they were merely conjecturing when they 
rejected the prophethood of Muhammad. [=»Ibn 'Abbas, 1377J 


1 Sec Exeg. 2: 79, p. 413. 



412 


Sura 2, verse 79 


> > * / 


ja OjljJu pJ OdMl Ji>* 

• * , . 2 , * ft a ' r * * s * i * • 

i L »-4 a ^ 1 ^-J MJLj l ■« ■». ,J 4j i j JL- J^J aUI <J_1p 

Oj-— X j L*_4 Jjjj 


fa-wailun li-’lladhtna yaktubuna ’l-kitaba bi-aidi-him thumma 
yaquliitta hadhd min r indi ’llahi li-yashtarii bi-hi thamanan qaltlan 
fa-wailun la-hum mim-md katabat aidi-him wa-wailun la-hum mim-ma 

yaksihuna 


So woe to those who write the scripture with their hands, then 
say: ‘This is from God’, that they may sell it for a little price; so 
woe to them for what their hands have written, and woe to them 

for their earnings. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-WAILUN 

[t]: ^fa-wailun /so woe»: first opinion 
^Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r F ri a-wailun » means: Chastisement will be upon them. [1381] 
SECOND OPINION 

=>Abu 'Iyad: 

Wail is the pus that flows in the fundament of hell. [1392, 1393 
(where it is the name of an infernal cistern of pus), 1394 (where it is 
the name of an infernal river of pus); see also =>ShaqTq, 1385] 

THIRD OPINION 

=>'Uthman b. 'Aflfon: 

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
said: ‘ Wail is a mountain in the Fire.’ [1386] 

=>Abu Sa'Td r al-KhudrP: 

Wail is a river in hell into which the unbeliever sinks for forty 
autumns before he reaches the bottom. [1387] 
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XABArT’s opinion: According to the narrations from those 
whose opinions I have mentioned . . ., the meaning of the verse is: 

II The chastisement — which is the drinking of pus by the 
inhabitants of Gehenna in the lowest part of hell — will be upon the Jews 
who wrote falsehood with their hands and then said: ‘This is from God.’ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF LI-’lLADHINA YAKTUBUNA 

’l-kitaba bi-aidi-him thumma yaquluna hadha 

MIN 'INDI ’ LLAHI LI-Y ASHTARU BI-HI THAMANAN QALILAN 

By this He means the Jews of the Children of Israel who altered God’s 
scripture, and wrote a scripture according to their own interpretations, 
against what God had sent down to His prophet, Moses; and then sold 
it to a people who knew neither it nor what was in the Torah, being 
ignorant of what was in God’s scriptures, seeking miserable goods from 
this world. So God says to them «So woe to those who write the 
scripture with their hands, . . . and woe to them for their earnings. » 
[=>A 1 -Suddl, 1388; =>Ibn 'Abbas, 1389, the continuation of 1358 above; 
=>Mujahid, 1390, 1391; =>Qatada, 1392, 1393; =>Abu ’l-'Aliya, 1394 
(they changed the description of Muhammad that was in the Torah)] 

=>'Uthman b. 'Aflfan: 

The Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, 
said: So woe to those who write the scripture with their hands, 

. . . and woe to them for their earnings. » Wail is a mountain in the 
Fire; and it is what was sent down concerning the Jews because 
they altered the Torah, adding to it what they liked, and erasing 
from it what they did not like. And they erased the name of 
Muhammad from the Torah. For this God was angry with them 
and took away part of the Torah, and said «So woe to those who 
write the scripture with their hands, . . . and woe to them for their 
earnings. »’ [1395, see 1386 above, which is a part of this] 

(••) 

§ Tabari asks a hypothetical question as to why the text of the Qur’an says 
♦ who write the scripture with their hands * when surely everybody writes with 
their hand. He replies that this clarifies the point that the learned Jews who 
altered the Torah did so in their own handwriting and in full knowledge of the 
enormity of their lies, and not by employing or delegating ignorant scribes to 
write it for them. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-'VAIL UN LA-HUM MIM-MA 
KATABAT AIDI-HIM WA-WAILUN LA-HUM MIM-MA YAKSIBUNA 

(-.) 

If God says: r Woc to them for 1 this which their hands have written, 
and woe to them also for what they have earned — i.e., for the sins they 
do, the offences they commit, and their illegal earnings, when they 
write what they have written with their hands contrary to what God 
sent down, . . , and sell it for a price ... as being from God’s scripture. 
[=>Abu VAliya, 1397; =>Ibn 'Abbas, 1398] 

The original meaning of kasb is ‘work’, and whoever does any 
work, applying himself to it and plying it as a trade, is a kdsib in relation 
to the work. | 
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wa-qalu lan tamassa-na ' l-naru ilia ayyaman ma’dudatan qul a- 
ttakhadhtum 'inda * llahi ' ahdan fa-lan yukhlifa ’ llahu ‘ahda-hu am 
taqiiluna * ala ’llahi ma la ta'lamiina 

And they said: ‘The Fire shal? not touch us save a number of 
days.’ Say: ‘Have you taken a covenant with God? God will not 
fail in His covenant; or do you say things against God of which 
you know nothing?’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QALU LAN TAMASSA-NA ’ L-NARU 
ILLA AYYAMAN M A' DUDATAN 

If « r T n HEY» — the Jews — «said: ‘The Fire shall not touch us’» — i.e., 
‘The Fire will not impinge upon our bodies, and we will not enter 
it — « save a number of days .’ » 
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« r A"* number of ( ma'diida ) » is used, and the number of r days n is not 
explained in the revelation, because when God stated this about them, 
they knew the number of days to which they limited the time of their 
stay in the Fire. . . . 

[t]: «A NUMBER OF D A YS»: FIRST OPINION 
=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

This was said by the enemies of God, the Jews. They said: ‘God 
will only make us enter the Fire to expiate the oath, for the days 
during which we took the Calf: forty days. And when these days 
are over for us, the chastisement and the oath will be over for us.’ 
[i399; see also =>Qatada, 1400, 1403; =>‘Ikrima, 1407; =>A 1 - 
Dahhak, 1408] 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

The Jews said: ‘God will make us enter the Fire and we shall stay 
there for forty days, until the Fire has consumed our sins and 
purified us. A herald will call out: “Come out every circumcised 
son of the Children of Israel”, and that is why we have been 
commanded to be circumcised.’ They said: ‘None of us will be left 
in the Fire but that he will be brought out of it.’ [ 1401] 

(••) 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

It is mentioned that the Jews found written in the Torah that there 
is a journey of 40 years between the two ends of hell, until they 
reach the tree of Zaqqum in the fundament of hellfire — Ibn 'Abbas 
used to say that hellfire (J a b* m ) was Saqar, and in it was the tree of 
Zaqqum — . The enemies of God claimed that when the number, 
which they found in their scripture as a number of days, had 
elapsed — which only meant the journey which ended at the 
fundament of hellfire — . . . the appointed time would be at an end; 
there would be no chastisement and hell would perish and be 
destroyed. That is r the meaning of 1 His words: «‘The Fire shall not 
touch us save a number of days’* — by that they meant the 
appointed time. (...) r However, n when they burst through the 
gate of hell, they will progress through the chastisement till they 
reach the tree of Zaqqum on the last of the numbered days. The 
keeper of hell will say to them: ‘You claimed that the Fire would 
only touch you for a number of days! The number has elapsed, 
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and you are in eternity! Then he will lead them into the torment 
of chastisement in hell, by which they will be overcome. (1404] 

§ Other Traditions give the period as ‘forty nights’ [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1405; 
=>* Ikrima, 1406; =*lbn Zaid, 1409] 

SECOND OPINION 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

The Jews used to say: ‘The duration of this world is seven 
thousand years, and God will punish humanity on the Day of the 
Resurrection, one day of the period of the Hereafter for every 
thousand years of the lifetime of this world, and that is seven days.’ 
Then God sent down concerning their words: «And they said: 
‘The Fire shall not touch us save a number of days.’ Say: ‘Have 
you taken a covenant with God? God will not fail in His covenant; 
or do you say things against God of which you know nothing?’ » 
[1410, 14 1 1; also =>Mujahid, 1412-14] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QUL A-TTAK HADHTUM ' INDA ’iLAHI 
'A HD A N FA-LAN YVKHLIFA 'LLAHU 'AHDA-HU AM TA QUL UNA 
' ALA ’LLAHI MA LA TA 'LAMUNA 

When the Jews said «‘The Fire shall not touch us save a number of 
days’ » — according to the interpretation of this which we have 
explained — God said to His prophet, Muhammad: ‘O Muhammad, 
say to the community of the Jews: « “Have you taken a covenant with 
God?’”», r i.e. 1 ‘Have you taken a compact with God for what you say 
about this? For God will not break His compact, nor will He change 
His promise and His contract. Or do you speak lies about God in 
ignorance, being insolent towards Him?’ [=>Mujahid, 1415, 1416; see 
also =>Qatada, 1417 (‘Do you have a proof of this?’); =>Ibn 'Abbas, 
1418] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

When the Jews said what they said, God said to Muhammad: 
«Say: ‘Have you taken a covenant with God?’», meaning: ‘Have 
you stored away a covenant with God?’ r By the ‘covenant’" 1 he 
meant: ‘Have you said there is no god but Allah, and not 
associated partners r with Him 1 and not disbelieved in Him? If you 
have said it, you can thereby have hope, but if you have not said it, 
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why do you say about God that of which you have no 
knowledge?’ HThis 1 means: ‘If you had said there is no god but 
Allah and had not associated anything with Him, and had then 
died in that ^state 1 , you would have had a store with Me, and I 
would not have changed My promise to you that I shall requite 
you for it.’ [1418] 

=>Al-SuddT: 

When the Jews said what they said, God said: «Say: ‘Have you 
taken a covenant with God? God will not fail in His covenant’®. 
And He said in another place: «and the lies they forged have 
deluded them in their religion.® (3: 24) Then He gave an account 
of •Bieir 1 story, and said: «Not so; whoso earns evil .... * [1419] 

(...) 
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bala man kasaba saiyi’atan wa-ahatat bi-hi khatT’atu-hu Ja-ulaika 
ashabu ’l-nari humft~ha khaliduna 

Not so; whoso earns evil, and his transgression encompasses 
him — those are the inhabitants of the Fire; there they shall dwell 

forever. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF BALA MAN KASABA SAIYI’ATAN 

« Not so; whoso earns evil® is God’s saying that those Jews who said 
«‘The Fire shall not touch us save a number of days’® are liars, and 
informing them that He will punish whoever associates r others with 
God 1 , whoever disbelieves in Him and His Messengers, and is 
surrounded by his sins; and He will make him dwell forever in the Fire. 
No one will dwell in the Garden except those who believe in Him and 
His Messenger, those who obey Him, and keep to His limits. 
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=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

«Not so; whoso earns evil, and his transgression encompasses 
him*— i.e., whoever does as you have done, and disbelieves as you 
have disbelieved such that his disbelief encircles what good he has 
done « these are the inhabitants of the Fire; there they shall dwell 
forever. » [1420] 

(-) 

As for the evil (saiyi*a) which God mentions in this place, it is 
associating r partners' 1 with God (shirk). [=>Abu Wa’il, 1421; =>Mujahid, 
1422, 1423, 1427; =>Qatada, 1244, 1425; =>*A{a’ al-Khurasanl, 1427; 
=>Al-RabI\ 1428] 

=^A 1 -Suddl: 

«Not so; whoso earns evil*: as for «evil», it is the sins for which 
God has promised the Fire. [1426] 

. . . God means by r *saiyi’a » 1 some r kinds of 1 evil and not others 1 , 
even though the ostensive meaning of r the term 1 in the text is general, 
because God has decreed eternity in the Fire for its perpetrators. But it 
is the unbelievers in God who will dwell in the Fire forever, not the 
believers, because Traditions from the Messenger of God demonstrate 
that the believers will not dwell there forever, and that those who dwell 
there forever are the unbelievers in God and not the believers. And God 
has coupled His words «Not so; whoso earns evil, and his transgression 
encompasses him — those are the inhabitants of the Fire; there they shall 
dwell forever* with His words « And those that believe, and do deeds of 
righteousness — those are the inhabitants of the Garden; there they shall 
dwell forever*. Therefore it is clear that those evil-doers who will 
dwell forever in the Fire are not the believers who will dwell forever in 
the Garden. If someone should suppose that those believers who will 
dwell forever in the Garden are those who do deeds of righteousness 
and not those who do evil deeds, there are statements by God — that He 
will forgive our evil deeds, provided we avoid the major sins among 
those which He has prohibited us from, and cause us to go in through 
the munificent entrance — which make it known that what we have 
said about the interpretation of «Not so; whoso earns evil* is correct, 
i.e., that this means specifically some evil deeds and not others. 

question: God has guaranteed us forgiveness for our evil deeds as 
long as we avoid the major sins among those He has prohibited us 


from. What is the proof, then, that the major sins are not included in 
His words « Not so; whoso earns evil*? 

reply: Since it is certain that the minor sins are not included in it, and 
that the meaning of the verse is particular and not general, it is 
established and certain that not anyone can judge and rule concerning 
any other on the basis of it, but only concerning someone about whom 
God has informed him by a proof from a Tradition which is decisive 
for whomever it reaches. And it is has been established and proven true, 
by the testimony of all the Community, that God means by this the 
associators and those who disbelieve in Him. It is therefore necessary to 
conclude that it is the associators and those who disbelieve in Him 
whom God meant by this verse. As for those who commit major sins. 
Traditions which are decisive for whomever they reach make it 
manifest to us that they are not the ones meant by it. Whoever opposes 
the proof of widespread Traditions and demonstrative Reports, and 
denies this, cannot assert that this verse and others like it, which include 
them in general in the Threat, testify against those who commit major 
sins that they will dwell forever in the Fire, for the interpretation of the 
Qur’an is only comprehensible through the explanation of one to 
whom God has given the elucidation ( baydn ) of the Qur’an, and the 
ostensive reading of a verse can have a general meaning with respect to 
a category r at the same time 1 as it can have a particular demonstrable 
meaning with respect to r the same 1 category. 

The opponents of the Tradition that those who commit major sins 
are excepted r from eternal dwelling in the Fire 1 are asked the same 
question as we ask of those who deny that an adulterer of fpreviously 1 
unblemished character should be stoned, and that the menstruating 
woman has no duty to pray as long as she is menstruating; these two 
questions are exactly the same. 1 

THE INTERPRETATION OF W A-AH AJAT BI-HI K H ATI' ATU-HU 

By His words « and his transgression encompasses him » He means that it 
has amassed on him, and he then dies in r that state 1 before turning r to 
God 1 and repenting of it. The original meaning of ihata is to ‘encircle’ 
something, as in ha’it ( = wall) by which a habitation is surrounded. 
Likewise God says «a fire, whose canopy encompasses ( ahata ) them* 

(18:29). 

1 Whoso associates •’partners 1 with God and commits a multitude 
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sins, and dies before turning and repenting — those are the dwellers 
in the Fire, there they shall abide forever. (=>A 1 -Dahhak, 1429; 
=>Al-RabI' b. Khuthaim, 1430, 1438; =>Ibn 'Abbas, 1431; =>Mujahid, 
1432; =>Abu Razln, 1437; =>A 1 -A'm?.sh, 1439; =>A 1 -Suddl, 1441] 

=>Qatada: 

Khatt’a •’means 1 : A major sin which will necessarily r be punished 
in the Fire 1 . [1433, and 1434. See also =>A 1 -Hasan al-Basri, 1435; 
=>Mujahid, 1436; ^>Al-RabT'b. Anas, 1440] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

I said to *Afa’ r b. Abl Rabah 1 : ‘ r What does 1 « and his transgression 
encompasses him* •mean 1 ?’ He said: ‘ r It means 1 associating 
r partners with God 1 .’ Then he recited « And whoso comes with an 
evil deed ( saiyi’a ), their faces shall be thrust into the Fire* (27: 90). 

I 1442] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-ULA' IKA ASH ABU ’ L-NARI 
HUM FI- HA KHALIDUNA 

If Those who have earned evil deeds and are surrounded by their 
transgressions will be the inhabitants of the Fire, and they will dwell 
there forever. 

§ Tabari explains the use of sahib (“lit., an ‘associate’ or ‘companion’) here 
as reflecting the fact that these people prefer to do in this world those deeds 
which will lead to the Fire rather than those deeds which will lead to the 
Garden, in the same way as a man’s companion prefers his company to that of 
anyone else. 

(...) 


1 This is a refutation of the Mu'tazila in their assertion that those believers who commit major 
sins shall dwell forever in the Fire. The two legal cases mentioned are examples of rulings for 
which there is no text in the Qur’an, but for which there are attested Traditions. 


Sura 2, verse 82 
2:82 



wa-lladhma amanu wa-'amilu ’l-salihati ulaika ashabu ’l-jannati 
hum fi-ha khalidutia 


And those that believe, and do deeds of righteousness — those are 
the inhabitants of Paradise; there they shall dwell forever. 


H «And those that believe*— those who testify to the truth of what 
Muhammad brought — «and do deeds of righteousness* — and obey 
God, set up His limits, perform His ordinances, and keep away from 
what He has forbidden — -. . . «are the inhabitants of Paradise; there they 
shall dwell forever* .... 


This verse and the one before it are statements from God to His 
servants about the permanence of the Fire and the continual existence 
of its inhabitants therein, and the permanence of the Garden and the 
continual existence of its inhabitants therein, and the perpetuity of what 
He has prepared in each of them for its inhabitants; and they are a 
refutation by God of those Jews of the Children of Israel who said that 
the Fire would not touch them save for a number of days, and that after 
that they would proceed to the Garden. Thus He informs them that 
unbelievers among them will stay in the Fire forever, and that the 
believers among them will stay in the Garden forever. [=>Ibn 
'Abbas, 1445] 

=*»Ibn Zaid: 

«And those that believe, and do deeds of righteousness*, ^.e., 1 
Muljammad, may God bless him and grant him peace, and his 
Companions, « those are the inhabitants of Paradise; there they 
shall dwell forever. » [1446] 
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wa-idh akhadhna mithaqa bam Isra’tla Id ta'buduna ilia * llaha 
wa-bi-’l-wdlidaini ihsanan wadhi ’l-qurba wa-’l-yatama wa- 
’ l-masdkina wa-qulu li-’l-nasi hasanan 1 wa-aqtmu ’l-salata wa-dtu 
’l-zakata thumrna tawallaitum ilia qaltlan min-kum wa-antum 

mu 'ridiina 

And when We took compact with the children of Israel ’’that 1 
you shall not serve r any n save God; and r to do 1 good to both 
parents, and to kinsmen, and to orphans, and to the needy; and 
speak good to people, and perform the prayer, and pay the alms. 
Then you turned away, all but a few of you, giving up. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH AKHADHNA MITHAQA 
BANI ISRA’ILA LA TA’BUDUNA ILLA ’ LLAHA 


(...) 

If And remember also, O community of the Children of Israel, 
when We took compact with you not to serve r any 1 but God. 2 [=^Ibn 
‘Abbas, 1447] 

§ Tabari quotes and allows, in place of «la ta’buduna *, the variant reading ala 
ya'buduna ( = they shall not serve)*. The meaning, he points out, is the same, 
only in the first case the exact words are quoted, while in the second case 
indirect speech is used. 

He also says that there is an omitted, but clearly understood, an ( = that) before 
ala ta'buduna *. Since <im is omitted, the verb is, according to sound usage, in the 
indicative rather than in the subjunctive required by an. 

(...) 
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=*dbnjuraij: 

r This is 1 the compact which He took from them in r the sura of 1 
‘The Table’ (al-Ma’ida, 5: 12). [1450] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF W A-B I- ’ L-W A L I D A I N I IHSANAN 

§ Tabari explains that certain words, including a verb, are omitted in this 
phrase, the ostensive wording sufficing to show what the meaning is. The 
expanded version would read wa-bi-an tuhsinu ila ’l-walidaini ihsanan ( = and 
that you shall do good towards ’’your 1 two parents). He also cites variant 
interpretations from grammarians. 

(...) 

question: What is this good which He took compact with them to 
do towards parents? 

reply: It is the same as the duty towards parents 1 which God has 
imposed on our Community: to do what is proper concerning them, to 
speak kindly to them, to show humility towards them out of mercy, to 
be affectionate and compassionate with them, to wish good for them, 
and the such like .... 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-DHI ’ L-QURBA WA-’L-YATAMA 

wa-’l-masakini 

If And with kinsmen, to consolidate the relationship and kinship 
with them. 

(...) 

As for «al-yatamd», it is the plural of yatim ( = orphan) . . ., and 
includes both male and female ’orphans 1 . 

If And with orphans, to feel mercy and compassion for them; and 
with the needy, to give them their rights which God has made payable 
from your wealth. 

« r T 1 he needy* are those who are humbled and humiliated though 
poverty and need . . . . 3 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QULU LI- ’L-nAsI HASANAN 
§ The mood of the verbs changes here in the middle of the verse from the 
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imperfect to the imperative, but Tabari says that it would have been equally 
correct if the first verb « la ta'budiina (= you shall not serve ) » had been la ta’budii 
(=do not serve). This, in fact, was the reading of Ubaiy b. Ka'b. 4 This also 
accords, Tabari points out, with what he has already said at the beginning of 
the exegesis ot this verse about the interchangeability of verbatim quotation 
and indirect speech within the same passage in Arabic discourse. 5 

... All the Kufan reciters except 'Asim recited «hasanan», while all 
the Medinan reciters recited «husnan» , while it is related that one reciter 
used to recite «husnd ». 

§ Tabari then gives the opinions of some Ba$ran grammarians about the 
differences in meaning between the first two of these readings: they are two 
words with the same meaning; husn has a general meaning encompassing ail 
kinds of ‘goodness’ while hasan is restricted to only one, or some, of these 
meanings. Tabari believes that there is some truth in this last opinion, and he 
therefore chooses the reading *hasanan», for in this passage it is specifically 
‘speaking good’ which is meant, not ‘good* in general. He dismisses the 
reading husttd both for contravening the consensus of the Muslims and for 
linguistic reasons. 

As for the interpretation of the «good» which God commanded 
those Children of Israel He described in this verse to speak to people: 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

« r A n nd speak good to people*; He commanded them also, besides 
this morality, to speak good to people, to command those who do 
not say it and who abhor it to testify that 1 there is no god but 
Allah. (...) « r G 1 ood» is also mildness of speech, which falls under 
good and courteous behaviour and noble morality, and this is 
what God approves of and loves. [ 145 1 ] 

=>Abu ’l-'Aliya: 

r It means: 1 Say what is proper ( ma'rufan ) to people. [1452; see also 
=»'A{:a* b. AbTRabah, 1455] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

r It means: Speak 1 truthfully with respect to Muhammad, may 
God bless him and grant him peace. [1453] 

=>Sufyan al-Thaurl: 

r It means : 1 Command them to what is proper ( al-ma'riif ), and 
forbid them from what is reprehensible ( al-munkar ). [1454] 


=>*A{a* b. AbT Rabah: 

r It means: Speak good 1 to all people. [1456, 1457] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-AQIMU ’L-SALAJA 

*fl Perform r the prayer 1 with the duties which are incumbent on you in 
them. [=>Ibn Mas'ud, 1458] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ATU ’l-ZAKATA 

We have previously explained the meaning of zakat and its origin. 6 As 
for the zakat which God commanded the Children of Israel, whom He 
mentioned in this verse, r to give 1 : 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

The giving of zakat is the zakat God required them to offer from 
their wealth, which was a custom ( sunna ) for them different from 
the sunna of Muhammmad, may God bless him and grant him 
peace. The zakat on their wealth was a sacrifice to which fire 
descended and which it carried away, and this was its acceptance. 
Whoever the fire did not do this for was not successful, and the 
earnings he offered up were not lawful: r they had been 1 unjustHy 1 
or oppressiveHy obtained 1 , or attained by r means 1 other than those 
God had commanded him r to use 1 and had explained to him. 
[ 1459 ] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

By « zakat* He means obedience to God and sincerity. [1460] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THU MM A TA WALLAITUM 
ILLA QALILAN MIN-KUM W A - A NTU M M U ’ R / f) U N A 

This is a statement by God about the Jews of the Children of Israel, that 
they broke His covenant and violated His compact after He had taken 
from them a promise to keep it ... . Then they opposed all He had 
commanded . . ., and turned away from Him, giving up, 7 except those 
among them whom God had preserved and who had discharged God’s 
covenant and compact. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1461 and 1462] 

An interpreter 1 said that God meant by «then you turned away» the 
Jews who were contemporary with Muhammad, although in the rest 
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of the verse He meant their forebears, as if he believed the meaning of 
the passage . . . was: Then your forebears turned away, all but a few of 
them. But He addressed their living descendants — as we have 
previously mentioned 8 — and then said: And you, O surviving 
community of them, also discarded the compact about that which was 
taken from you, and abandoned it as your ancestors had done. 

Others said instead that His words «Then you turned away, all but a 
few of you, giving up» were addressed Entirely 1 to the Jews of the 
Children of Israel who were in the vicinity of the abode of emigration 
(Medina) of the Messenger of God, censuring them for breaking the 
compact which had been taken from them in the Torah, for changing 
God’s command and committing acts of disobedience towards Him. 

1 See the exegesis of the present verse for this, T abatTs preferred reading. 

2 See Exeg. 2: 27, pp. 186-90 

3 See Exeg. 2: 6i, pp. 353-4. 

4 See also Exeg. 2: 63, where an imperative is used in a similar context. 

* For a related discussion, see Exeg. 1 : 1, p. 63. 

6 See Exeg. 2: 43, p 280, and Exeg., 2: 3, pp. 99-100 and n. 5. 

7 See Exeg. 2: 64, p 368. 

8 See, e.g., Exeg. 2 . 75, p. 401; for similar usages see also the references there in n. 1 . 
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wa-idh akhadhna mithaqa-kum la tasjikuna dimaa-kum wa-la 
tukhrijiina anjusa-kum min diyari-kum thumma aqrartum wa-antum 

tashhaduna 


And when We took compact with you r thaH you shall not shed 
your own blood, neither expel your own from your habitations; 
then you consented, and you bore witness. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH AKHADHNA MITHAQA-KUM 
LA TASFIKU N A DIMA’A-KUM WA-LA TUKHRIJUNA ANFUSA-KUM 

MIN DIYARI-KUM 

r THis passage 1 ... is similar in meaning and inflection to r the first part 
of the previous verse 1 .... 

(...) 

question: Were the people killing themselves and expelling 
themselves from their own houses, and they were forbidden to do this? 

reply: The matter is not as you suppose. They were forbidden to kill 
each other [=^Qatada, 1464 and 1466; =>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 1465]. It was as if 
when one man among them killed another he had killed himself, since 
their religious community was r one, and the two persons were 1 as a 
single man, as •"Muhammad 1 , peace be upon him, said: 

The believers are as a single body in their compassion and affection 
for each other, when one '"member 1 of it is suffering, the rest of the 
body rallies to him with fever and sleeplessness. [1463] 

It is possible that the meaning of «you shall not shed your own 
blood » is: No man among you shall kill another, and thereby become 
subject to the lex talionis ( qisas ), for then he would be his own killer, 
because he would be one who had himself brought about that for 
which killing r in retribution 1 was deserved. Thus his own killing at the 
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hands of the murdered man’s avenger in retaliation would be ascribed 
to him. It is like saying to a man who has done something for which 
punishment is due and who is punished: ‘You brought this upon 
yourself.’ 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA AQRARTUM 

Then you consented to the compact which We had taken with 
you not to shed your own blood and expel your own from your 
habitations. [=>Abu ’1-Aliya, 1467. 1468] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ANTUM TASHHADVNA 

[t]: FIR st opinion: Some said that God addressed the Jews who 
were in the vicinity of the abode of emigration of the Messenger of 
God 1 *, Medina, 1 when he emigrated there, censuring them for neglec- 
ting the ordinances of the Torah whose jurisdiction they had accepted 
and which was in their hands. So God said to them: « r T 1 hen you 
consented *, meaning thereby the consent of their ancestors and 
forebears, «and you bore witness » to their consent by accepting r My^ 
compact with them not to shed their r own n blood and not to expel 
their own from their habitations, and you attested that this was a duty 
from My compact with them. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1469] 

second opinion: Others said instead that this was a statement 
from God about their ancestors, but that He expressed this statement 
about them as a direct 1 address, in the same way as we have described 
in the case of other verses which are similar to r this one 1 which we have 
previously explained. 1 

(...) 

jabarI’s opinion: In our view the most correct opinion 
concerning the interpretation of this is that His words «and you bore 
witness* is a statement about their forebears, and that those of them 
who were addressed and who knew the Messenger of God were 
included r in it 1 , just as His words «And when We took compact with 
you* are a statement about their forebears although it is addressed to 
those who knew the Messenger of God. For God took compact with 
those of the Children of Israel who were contemporary with the 
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Messenger of God, Moses, in the way He has described to us in His 
Book, and the jurisdiction of the Torah was imposed on all their 
descendants after them just as it was imposed on those who were 
contemporary with Moses. Then He censured those of them who were 
addressed in these verses for their and their ancestors’ breaking of this 
compact, and for their denying the pledges they had committed 
themselves to keeping, through His words «then you consented, and 
you bore witness*. Since it is addressed to those who were contempo- 
rary with our prophet, r those who are 1 meant by it are all of them who 
were contemporary with Moses and after him who entered into the 
compact, as well as all of them who bore witness by attesting the truth 
of what was in the Torah, for God did not specify some of them rather 
than others in His words «then you consented, and you bore witness*, 
•nor 1 in •"other 1 verses which are like this, and the r ostensive reading of 
the 1 verse permits that all of them are meant. Since this is so, no one can 
claim that some of them rather than others are meant. The verdict is the 
same for the verses which follow, I mean His words «Then there you 
are killing one another . . .*, for He has mentioned to us that their 
forebears used to do the same things in this respect as did their 
descendants who witnessed the era of our prophet, Muhammad. 

1 See. e.g., Exeg. 2: 83, p. 426 and n. 8. 
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thutntna atiturn ha'ula'i taqtuluna anfusa-kum wa-tukhrijuna fartqan 
min-kum min diydri-hitn tazaharuna ' alay-him bi-l-ithmi wa- 
* l-'udwani wa-m ya’tu-kutn asra 1 tafdu-hum 1 wa-huwa muharramun 
'alay-kum ikhrdju-hum a-fa-tu’minuna bi-ba'di ’l-kitabi wa-takfuruna 
bi ba din fa-ma jazd’u man yaf'alu dhdlika min-kum ilia khizyun fi 
’l-hayati ' l-dunya wa-yauma j-qiyamati yuradduna Ha ashaddi 
’l- 'adhabi wa-m a ’llahu bi-ghafilin ' am-ma ya'maluna 1 

Then there you are killing one another, and expelling a party of 
you from their habitations, supporting each other against them in 
sin and transgression; and if they come to you as captives, you 
ransom them; yet their expulsion was forbidden you. What, do 
you believe in part of the scripture, and disbelieve in part? The 
only recompense for those of you who do that is degredation in 
the present life, and on the Day of the Resurrection to be 
returned unto the most terrible of chastisement. And God is not 
heedless of the things they do. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF THUMMA ANTUM HA ’U LA ' / 
TAQTULUNA ANFUSA-KUM WA-TUKHRIJUNA FARIQAN 
MIN-KUM MIN DIYARI-HIM TAZAHARUNA * ALA Y-HIM 

bi-’l-ithmi wa-’ l-'udwani 

[l]: ^THUMMA ANTUM HA’ULA‘1 FIRST POINT OF VIEW: 

By it is meant ‘Then you, O these '"people 1 ( thumma antum yd ha’ula’i)’, 
only the yd (=0!) is omitted since the passage itself 1 suffices to indicate 
it. r This is 1 like His words «Joseph, turn away from this ( Yusufu a'rid 
’an hadhd)» (12: 29), whose interpretation is: O Joseph, turn away from 
this. The meaning of the passage is thus r , according to this interpre- 
tation 1 : O community of Jews of the Children of Israel, after you 
consented to the compact which I took with you not to shed your 
r own 1 blood and not to expel your own from their habitations, then 
you acknowledged — after you yourselves had born witness — that this 
was a right I had against you which you had to fulfill for me; and then 
you kill one another and expel a party of you from their habitations, 
co-operating against them in sin and enmity in your expulsion of them. 

§ Tabari derives the meaning of « tazaharuna ( = supporting each other) » 
from zahr ( = back), i.e., they were at each other’s backs. 


second point of view: It means: Then you r were 1 a people 
who killed yourselves. It reduces to a proposition with ‘you’ as a 
subject, and hd’ula ’ is interposed between r ‘you’ 1 and its predicate r , 
according to Arabic usage 1 .... 

§ Tabari also gives the opinion of a Ba$ran grammarian that <*hd’uld’i» serves 
to intensify « antum (- you) *. 

[Tj: « AND YOU»: FIRST OPINION: 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

«Then there you are killing one another, and expelling a party of 
you from their habitations » fin 1 to r the hands of 1 the polytheists, 

« supporting each other against them in sin and enmity », so that 
you shed their blood with them, and expel them from their 
habitations with them. (...) God had censured them for this action 
of theirs, when He outlawed the shedding of their blood for them 
in the Torah, and made the ransoming of captives incumbent on 
them therein. 

They were two parties: one group of them were from the Banu 
Qainuqa', allies of the Khazraj, and r another group was 1 al-Nadlr 
and Quraiza, allies of the Aus. When war broke out between the 
Aus and the Khazraj, 2 the Banu Qainuqa' fought alongside the 
Khazraj, and the Nadir and Quraiza alongside the Aus, each of 
the two groups helping its allies against its brothers, so that they 
shed each other’s blood although they had the Torah before them 
from which they knew what they should and should not do. The 
Aus and the Khazraj were polytheists who worshipped idols, and 
who knew of neither the Garden nor the Fire, of neither the 
Awakening nor the Resurrection, nor of scripture, nor of what was 
unlawful and what was lawful. 

When the war came to an end, they ransomed their captives 
from each other, attesting what was in the Torah, and following 
it: the Banu Qainuqa* ransoming their captives who were in the 
hands of the Aus, and the Nadir and Qurai?a ransoming those of 
them who were in the hands of the Khazraj, leaving the blood 
they had spilt and the dead who had been killed in their conflict 
unavenged, r while 1 helping the polytheists against them. 

When He censured them for this, God said: «What, do you 
believe in part of the scripture, and disbelieve in part?», i.e.: You 
ransomed them according to the ruling of the Torah, but you 
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killed r some of 1 them falso 1 , and in the ruling 1 ^ 1 of the Torah It 1 is 
festablished 1 that they should not be killed, nor driven out of their 
habitations, and that those who associate rpartners 1 with God and 
worship idols apart from Him should not be helped against them; 
and r you did all this 1 desiring some trifling good of this world. 

r Muhammad b. Ishaq, one of the transmitters of this 
Tradition, said: 1 This story was sent down concerning this act of 
theirs with the Aus and the Khazraj, according to what has 
reached me. [1471; see also =>AI-SuddI, 1472, =>Ibn Zaid, 1473] 

second opinion: 

=>Abu ’l-Aliya: 

Whenever the Children of Israel considered a tribe to be weak, 
they used to expel them from their habitations. But the compact 
had been taken from them not to shed their r own 1 blood and not 
to expel their own from their habitations. [1474] 

As for ' udwati , it . . . comes from r the V th form verb 1 ta'adda . . ., and 
r is used 1 when someone transgresses the proper bounds in injustice and 
wrong against another. 

[R]: The reciters differed about the recitation of «tazdharuna»: some of 
them recited it «tazahariina» r , for tatazaharuna , a VI th form verb 1 , 
suppressing a second t r before the 2 1 ; and others recited «tazzahariina», 
doubling the z , to be interpreted as tatazaharuna. . . . Although these 
two recitations differ in wording, they agree in meaning. Thus it is the 
same whichever of these two the reciters read, for they are both 
well-known words, two readings widespread in the Islamic cities with 
the same meaning. Neither of them has a meaning which would merit 
its being chosen in preference to the other, except that someone might 
choose «tazzaharuna», seeking thereby to make the word complete. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IN YA’TU-KUM USARA 
TUFADU-HUM WA-HUWA MVHARRAMUN 'ALA Y-KUM 
IKHRAJU-HUM A-FA-TU’MINUNA BI-BA'DI ’l-KITABl 
WA-TAKFURUNA Bl-BA'DIN 

11 Then, after you r , the Jews, 1 consented to the compact which I 
took with you . . ., although you killed those of you r r own people 1 you 
killed, whenever you found a captive from you r r party 1 in the hands of 


others r who were 1 your enemies, you ransomed him, and some of you 
turned others out of their habitations. And your killing of them and 
your turning them out of their habitations was unlawful for you, and 
^lso 1 to leave them in the hands of your enemy; so why do you think it 
permissible to kill them, but do not think it permissible to fail to 
ransom them from the hands of your enemy? Or, why do you not 
think it permissible not to ransom them, and think it permissible to kill 
them? For these two things are equal in terms of the obligation on you 
from the ruling concerning them, because I made killing them and 
expelling them from their habitations unlawful for you Hn 1 the same 
Gvay 1 as I made leaving them captive in the hands of your enemy 
unlawful for you. So do you believe in part of the scripture in which I 
imposed My legal obligations upon you, in which I explained My legal 
limits to you — and I took My compact with you to act according to 
what was in it — and consent to it, and ransom your captives from the 
hands of your enemy, r and at the same time 1 disbelieve in Another 1 
part of it and reject it, and kill those of your own religion and your 
own people whom I have forbidden you to kill, and turn them out of 
their habitations? Yet you know that any disbelief on your behalf in 
part of it is an infringement of My covenant and My compact on your 
part.’ [=>Qatada, 1375, 1478; =>Ibn*Abbas, 1376; =>Mujahid, 1477; see 
also =>lbnjuraij, 1481] 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

Whenever the Children of Israel considered a tribe weak, they 
used to expel them from their habitations. But the compact had 
been taken from them not to shed their ^wn 1 blood and not to 
expel their own from their habitations. And the compact had been 
taken from them that if some of them were taken captive they 
should ransom them. But they expelled them from their 
habitations and then ransomed them. Thus they believed in part of 
the scripture, and disbelieved in part of it: they believed in 
ransoming and ransomed r their captives 1 , but did not believe r that 
it was wrong 1 to expel them from ftheir 1 habitations- and expelled 
them. [1479; see 1474 above, of which this is the continuation] 

=>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya: 

'Abd Allah b. Salam was passing the Exilarch (ra’s al-jalut) in Kufa 
who was ransoming women whom the Arabs had not had 
intercourse with, and not ransoming those the Arabs had had 
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intercourse with, so ‘Abd Allah l>. Salam said to him: ‘But you 
have it written in your scripture: “Ransom all of them.’” [1480] 

§ JabarT notes the following variant recitations: usdra tafdu-hum, asara 
tufsdii-hum, asara tafdu-hum, and asrd tufddu-hum. He regards asrd and asara as 
both permissible plurals of astr (=captive), and dismisses the view that there is 
any difference in meaning, but he prefers asra on the basis of an analogy with 
words of similar meaning. He prefers tafdu-hum to tufidu-hum, because the 
latter implies a reciprocal ransoming which, according to Tabari, is not meant 
here. He also gives two alternative interpretations of the meaning of « wa-huwa 
muharramun ' alay-kum ikhrdju-hum (yet their expulsion was forbidden you)* 
One interpretation is that the pronoun *huwa» refers back to the ‘expulsion’ 
that has been mentioned previously, and in this case *ikhrdju-hum» is merely a 
repetition. The other interpretation is that «huwa» is a supportive pronoun 
( ’imad) which has no semantic role in the sentence yet is required because the 
conjunction wa- must be followed here by a noun rather than a verb. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-MA JAZA’U MAN YAf'aLU 
DHALIKA MIN-KUM ILLA KHIZYUN FI ’l-HAYATJ ’L-DUNYA 

H For someone who kills one of you — he disbelieves by killing him 
in violation of God’s covenant which He imposed on him in the Torah 
■ • • — , and expels a group of you from their habitations . . .—contrary 
to God’s command in His Book which He sent down to Moses — , the 
only recompense 3 ... is degredation ( khizy ) in the life of this world 

[t]: «degradation»: first opinion: Some said that this was 
God’s ruling which He sent down to His prophet, Muhammad: the 
seizure of the murderer for the person he killed, the exaction of 
retaliation for r the murder 1 , and the revenge for the injured against the 
wrongdoer. 

second opinion: Others said instead that it was the poll-tax 
levied on them wherever they practised their religion as a humiliation 
and degredation for them. 

third opinion: Others said instead that this degredation with 
which they were recompensed in this world was the Messenger of 
God’s expulsion of al-Na<pr from their habitations at the first 
mustering, the killing of the warriors of the Quraiza and the captivity 
of their offspring; 4 this was a degredation in this world, and in the 
Hereafter they will receive a grievous punishment. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YAUMA ’l-QIYAMATI 
YURADDUNA ILA ASHADDI ’ L-'ADHABl 

By r this^ . . . He means that on the Day of the Resurrection . . . they 
will be returned ... to the most grievous punishment that God has 
prepared for His enemies. 

Some said that it meant that on the Day of the Resurrection they 
will be returned to r a punishment 1 more severe than the punishment of 
this world, but there is no sense to this opinion, because God stated that 
they would be returned to the most grievous cf the meanings of 
punishment, and that is why there is r the definite article, 1 al-, for He 
meant by this the whole genus of punishment, not just one kind of it. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA ’LLAHU BI-GHAFILIN 
’AM-MA YA' MALUNA 

§ Tabari reports the variant reading «ya'mahwa ( = they do)*, referring back 
to those whose recompense for their actions has just been described. He prefers 
this reading to the reading «ta'maluna ( — you do)* which refers back to those 
who « believe in part of the scripture, and disbelieve in part*, since the latter 
statement is more remote from the reference than the former. 5 

1 For these. Tabari's preferred readings, as opposed to •usara*, • tufidu-hum*, and « ta'maluna *, 
respectively, see the Exeg. of this verse. 

2 According to a Tradition from al-Suddl | 1472I, this was the battle of Sumair, named after a 
man from the Banu'Amr b. *Auf, which was fought in pre-lslamic times (Sh. & Sh., II, 306, n. 7). 

3 See Exeg. 2: 48, p. 292. 

4 The Banu al-NadTr were a Jewish tribe who planned treachery against the Prophet in 4 ah. 
He declared war on them, but they pleaded to be spared on the condition that they be allowed to 
go into exile taking their property with them. This they were granted, so they loaded their camels 
with everything they could lay their hands on, even pulling down their houses and carrying away 
the lintels of the doors. (See Ibn Ishaq [19$$]. pp- 437 — 45- Their story is narrated at the beginning 
of the sura The Mustering al-Hashr’, 59). The Banu Quraiza were another Jewish tribe, who 
aided Abu Sufyan and the Meccans during the battle of the Trench (ah 5) (see ibid., pp. 458-60). 
Although they were persuaded not to fight alongside the Meccans, Muhammad decided that they 
should be judged for their treachery. Sa'd b. Mu'adh, who was appointed to judge them, ruled that 
their men should be killed, their property divided, and their women and children taken captive. 
They were taken to Medina, the men were beheaded, and the property, women, and children 
divided among the Muslims (see ibid., pp. 461-6). The story of the battle of the Trench is 
recounted in 33: 9-27, vs. 26-^7 being a particular reference to the Banu Qurai?a. 

9 For ghafil (-heedless), sec Exeg. 2: 74, p. 400. 
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ula'ika ’lladhma ’ shtarawu 1 1 - hay at a ’l-dunya bi-’l-akhirati fa-la 
yukkaffaju * an-humu ’l- ' adhabu wa-la hum yunsariina 

Those who have purchased the present life at the price of the 
world to come — for them the chastisement shall not be 
lightened, neicher shall they be helped. 


By ^hese 1 words of His He means those whom He reported as 
believing in part of the scripture, ransoming their captives from the 
Jews, and disbelieving in part of it, killing those of their co-religionists 
whom God had forbidden them to kill, and expelling from their 
habitations those whom God had forbidden them to expel, thereby 
violating God’s covenant and compact with them in the Torah. Then 
God stated that these are the ones who purchased a leading position in 
the life of this world over the impotent, ignorant, and foolish members 
of their own religious community, who bought the base, vile fruits 
therein at the price of faith, for which, if they had put it forth instead of 
unbelief, they would have had eternal life in the Gardens. So God 
described them as purchasing the life of this world at the price of the 
Hereafter because they were content with this world, unbelieving in 
God therein, taking it in exchange for the felicity of the Hereafter 
which God has prepared for the believers. God makes their portion of 
the felicity of the Hereafter, with their unbelief in Him, the price at 
which they bought the base things 1 of this world. 1 [=> Qatada, 1482] 
Then God stated that since they sold their portion of the felicity of 
the Hereafter by abandoning obedience to Him and preferring unbelief 
and the base •’things 1 of this world, they have no share in the felicity of 
the Hereafter, and that what they will have in the Hereafter is 
chastisement, a chastisement which will not be lightened for them; 
because those for whom the chastisement will be lightened are those 

who have a share in the felicity of r the Hereafter 1 

As for His words « neither shall they be helped*, God stated r here 1 
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that no one will help them in the Hereafter, and . . . drive back 
God’s chastisement from them — either by power, or intercession, or 
anything else. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 16, p. 138. 
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wa-la-qad ataina Musa ’ l-kitaba wa-qajfaind min ba'di-hi bi-’l-rusuli 
wa-ataina r Isa ’ bna Maryama ’l-bayyinati wa-aiyadnd-hu bi-ruhi 
’l-qudusi a-fa-kullama ja*a-kum rasulun bi-ma la tahwa anfusu-kumu 
’stakbartum fa-fariqan kadhdhabtum wa-fariqan taqtuluna 


And We gave Moses the scripture, and sent succeeding Messen- 
gers after him; and We gave Jesus, the son of Mary, the clear 
signs, and confirmed him with the Holy Spirit; and whensoever a 
Messenger came to you with that your souls had no desire for, 
you became arrogant, and cried lies to some, and slew some. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-QAD ATAINA MUSA ’l-KITABA 
WA-QAFFAINA MIN BA ‘DI-HI BI-’L-RUSULI 

By His words « And We gave Moses the scripture* He means: We sent 
it down to him. 1 . . . And the scripture which God gave to Moses was 
the Torah. 

As for . . . *wa-qaffaina» f He means ‘We caused to follow’, ‘We made 
them follow each other’, just as one man follows (yaqju) another when 
he proceeds in his tracks after him. The origin of r the verbhs r the noun 1 
qafd (*=nape, occiput), and one says qafautu . . . when one happens to be 
at the back of someone’s head .... 
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Sura 2, verse 87 

By His words ;< after him* He means ‘after Moses’; and by «rusul» He 
means ‘prophets’ ( attbiya ’): it is the plural of rasul .... 

By His words « and after him sent succeeding Messengers* He means: 
We caused them to follow one after the other in the same path and with 
the same revealed law (shari'a). For everyone whom God sent as a 
prophet after Moses up until the time of Jesus, the son of Mary, was 
sent with the ordinance to the Children of Israel to practise r the law of 1 
the Torah, to act according to what was in it, and to call Others 1 to 
what was in it. . . . 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-ATAINA 'ISA *BNA MARYAMA 

*L-BA Y YIN ATI 

(...) 

By «the clear signs* which God gave him, He means the proofs and 
demonstrations of his prophethood which were manifested through 
him: the reviving of the dead, the healing of the blind, and the rest of 
the signs which made clear his station from God, and demonstrated his 
veracity and the truth of his prophethood. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1483] 2 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-AIYADNA-HU BI-RUHI ’L-QUDUSI 

The meaning of . . . *wa-aiyadna-hu ( = and confirmed him)* is: And We 
strengthened him, and supported him [=>A 1 -Dahhak, 1484] .... 

[t]: *ruhi ’ l-q u d u sTj spirit of holiness*: first opinion: 
Some said that the Holy Spirit which God stated that He supported 
Jesus with was Gabriel. [=>Qatada, 1485; =>A 1 -Suddl, i486; =>A 1 - 
Dahhak, 1487; =>A 1 -Rabl*b. Anas, 1488] 

=>Shahr b. Haushab al-Ash'ari: 

A group ofjews asked the Messenger of God, may God bless him 
and grant him peace, saying: ‘Tell us about the Spirit.’ He said: ‘I 
adjure you by God and by His days ( ayyami-hi ) with the Children 
of Israel, do you know that it is Gabriel, and that it is he who 
comes to me?’ They said: ‘Yes.’ [1489] 

second opinion: Others said that the spirit with which God 
supportedjesus was the Evangel. 

=>Ibn Zaid: 
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God confirmed Jesus with the Evangel as a spirit, just as He made 
the Qur’an a spirit, both of them are the spirit of God, as God said: 
«Even so We have revealed to you a spirit of Our bidding.* 
(42: 52) [1490] 

third opinion: Others said that it is the name with which Jesus 
revived the dead. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1491] 

jabarI’s opinion: The most correct of these interpretations of 
this '"phrase 1 is the opinion of those who said that «the spirit*, in this 
place, was Gabriel, for God stated that He confirmed Jesus through 
him, as He stated in His words: « When God said: ‘Jesus, son of Mary, 
remember My blessing upon you and upon your mother, when I 
confirmed you with the Holy Spirit, to speak to men in the cradle, and 
of age; and when I taught you the scripture, the Wisdom, the Torah, 
the Evangel* (5: no). If the spirit with which God supported him had 
been the Evangel, His words «when 1 confirmed you with the Holy 
Spirit* and «when I taught you the scripture, the Wisdom, the Torah, 
the Evangel* would have been merely a meaningless repetition, . . . and 
that would have been an idle thing to say, and God is far above that He 
should address His servants with something that is of no benefit to 
them. Since this is the case, the incorrectness of the opinion of those 
who claim that « spirit* in this place is the Evangel is evident, although 
every one of God’s scriptures which He revealed to His Messengers is a 
spirit from Him, because dead hearts are revived, fleeing souls are 
reanimated, and errant minds are rightly guided, by it. 

God calls Gabriel a ‘spirit’, and qualifies him with "qudus 
( = holiness)’, because, by God’s creation, he has a spirit from Him, 
without any begetting by a father of his son. Therefore he was called a 
spirit , and qualified with qudus — and qudus means ‘purity’ — , just as 
Jesus, the son of Mary, was called a ‘spirit’ of God because He created 
him as a spirit from Him without any begetting by a father of his son. 

We have already explained in our book 3 that taqdis means 
‘purification’; and qudus, meaning ‘purity’, is related to this. And the 
interpreters differed about its meaning in this place in the same way as 
they did in the place we mentioned it before. 

=>Al-SuddT: 

Qudus is blessing ( baraka ). f 1492] 

=>AbuJa'far al-RazT: 
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Sura 2, verse 87 

Al-qudus is the Lord, sublime is His remembrance. [1493] 

=>lbn Zaid: 

God is al-qudus , and He confirmed Jes-is with His spirit. (...) Qudus 
is the attribute of God. (...)« He is God; there is no god but He. He 
is the King, the All-holy ( quddus )» ($9: 23). (...) Al-qudus and 
al-quddus are identical. [1494; see also =>Ka'b al-Ahbar, 1495] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF A-FA-K ULLA-MA JA’A-KUM RASUL UN 
BI-MA LA TAHWA ANFUSU-KUMU ’STAKBARTUM FA-FARLQAN 
KADHDHABTUM WA-FAR 1 QAN TAQTULUNA 

If O community of Jews of the Children of Israel, We gave Moses 
the Torah and followed with Messengers to you after him, and We 
gave Jesus, the son of Mary, the clear signs and proofs when We sent 
him to you, and We strengthened him with the Holy Spirit, but, 
whenever one of My Messengers came to you with something your 
souls did not desire, you displayed arrogance towards him, haughtily 
and unjustly, with the arrogance of your leader, IblTs: some of them 
you gave the lie, and some of them you killed. This has ever been what 
you do with My Messengers. [=>Mujahid, 1496] 

Although * a-fa-kulla-ma* is expressed as a question in order to elicit 
an acknowledgement from the addressed, it has the meaning of a 
statement. 


1 See Exeg. 2: 43, p. 280. 

2 For further miracles mentioned in this Tradition, see 3: 48-50. 
1 Sec Exeg. 2: 30, p. 226. 
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wa-qalu qulubu-na ghulfun bal laana-humu ' llahu bi-kufri-him 
fa-qalilan ma yu minima 

And they said: ‘Our hearts are veiled.’ Nay, but God has cursed 
them for their unbelief; little will they believe. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QALU QULUBU-NA GHULFUN 

[R]: first recitation: As for those who read . . . « ghuljun » r , 
which is the reading of the cities in all the lands 1 2 , they interpreted it, 
saying: ‘Our hearts are in shelters [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1498], under covers 
[=>lbn ‘Abbas, 1499; =>Al-SuddT, 1508], and enveloped.’ And ghulf, 
according to their reading, is the plural of aghlaf, which is something 
which is in a envelope or cover: as one says of a man who is not 
circumcised aghlaf, and r oP a woman ghalfd \ . . . 

=>Hudhaifa: 

There are four r kinds of 1 hearts. — Then he mentioned them, and 
concerning what he mentioned he said — The « covered (aghlaf) 
heart® is wrapped up; this is the heart of the unbeliever. [1497] 

=*dbn ‘Abbas: 

«And they say: ‘Our hearts are ghulfun », and these are the hearts 
which have been sealed. [1500; see also =>Qatada, 1 506] 

=>Mujahid: 

«And they say: ‘Our hearts are ghulfun'*, over which is a veil 
(ghishdwa). [1501, 1502] 

=>A 1 -A*mash: 

r These hearts 1 are enveloped ( fighuluf ). [1503] 

=>Qatada: 

«And they say: ‘Our hearts are ghulfun'*, i.e., they do not 
understand. [1504; see also =>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 1507] 
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Sura 2 , verse 88 


=>Qatada: 

This is like His words «Our hearts are screened* (41: 5). [1505; see 
also 1506] 

=>Ibn Zaid: 

My heart is enveloped ( fTghilaf ) when nothing you say reaches it. 
(...) «‘Our hearts are veiled (Jr akinnatin ) from what you call us 
to* * (41: 5 )- [1509] 

second recitation: As for those who read it «ghulufun», they 
interpreted: ‘Our hearts are envelopes for knowledge’ [=>*Atiya, 15 11, 
1512] — meaning that they were receptacles. According to their 
interpretation, ghulufis the plural of ghilaf, . . ., and the meaning of the 
passage is . . .: The Jews said: ‘Oar hearts are envelopes and receptacles 
for knowledge and other things.’ 

=>'A{iya: 

r They said their hearts were" 1 receptacles for remembrance. [1510] 
=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

r They said their hearts were 1 filled with knowledge, and had no 
need of Muhammad, may God bless him and grant him peace, or 
anyone else. [1513] 

Tabari’s opinion: The only permissible recitation of r this 
passage 1 ... is that of those who read «ghulfun» . . ., meaning that they 
are veiled and covered, because all the authorities of the reciters and 
interpreters agree on its correctness and on the deviation of . . . those 
who recite . . . r ghulufun 1 

THE INTERPRETATION OF BAL LA ‘ANA-HUMV ' LLAHU 
BI-KU FS1-HIM 

Nay, God has dismissed them, banished them, driven them away, 
dishonoured them, and ruined them, for their unbelief, for the denial of 
the signs and clear indications of God and of what the Messengers were 
sent with, and for their giving His prophets the lie. 

So God stated that He banished them from Himself and from His 
mercy for what they were doing. 

The origin of lan ( = to curse) is ‘driving away’, ‘banishing’, 
‘dismissing’. ... 
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In r this passage 1 ... He gives the lie to those Jews who said « ‘Our 
hearts are covered’*, because . . . «bal» indicates His denial .... Bal is 
used in speech only to contradict a denial. Since this is the case, it is clear 
that the meaning of the verse is: 

U The Jews said: ‘Our hearts are screened from what you call us to, 
O Muhammad’; and God said: ‘This is not as you claim’; but God 
dismissed the Jews, and banished them and drove them away from His 
mercy, and dishonoured them for having denied Him and His 
Messengers; and « little will they believe*. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-QALTlAN MA YU’MINUNA 

[t]: «little will they believe*: first opinion: Some of 
them said that it means that . . . only a few of them believed [=>Qatada, 

1515]. 

=>Qatada: 

Upon my life, those who returned r to Islam 1 from the polytheists 
were more than those who returned from the people of scripture. 
Only a small group of the people of scripture believed. [1514] 

second opinion: Others said instead that it means that they only 
believed in a little of what they had at hand. [=>Ma'mar, quoting an 
anonymous authority, 1516] 

TABArT’s opinion: The most correct interpretation of '"this 1 ... is 
what we shall make clear, God willing, which is that God stated that 
He cursed those whose description He had given in this verse, then He 
said about them that they had little faith in what God had sent down to 
His prophet, Muhammad, which is why «qalilan» has an accusative 
ending, because it is an adjective qualifying an omitted verbal noun. It 
means: Nay, God cursed them for their disbelief, for they believed 
fonly 1 a little (Ja-imanan qalilan ma yu’miniina). It is thus clear from what 
we have explained that r the opinion 1 narrated from Qatada concerning 
this is incorrect, for r his interpretation would mean that 1 . . . qalil 
should be in the nominative ( qaltlun ), not in the accusative. . . . 

§ Tabari reports a disagreement among grammarians about the meaning of 
«md» here. One said that it was redundant, i.e., that the passage means ‘They 
believed in little’. On the grounds that redundancy cannot be attributed to 
God’s speech, Tabari prefers the opinion of those who refuted this view. 
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According to the latter, the meaning is rather ‘What they believed was but 
little’, which Tabari explains as follows. The Jews believed in God’s Oneness, 
in the Resurrection and its associated reward and punishment, but they did not 
believe in Muhammad and his prophethood, although their scriptures 
commanded them to believe in this. What they believed was thus little in 
comparison with the important things which they disbelieved in. He reports a 
further view according to which «but little* means ‘nothing at all’. 

1 Tabari here refers back to those places where he has discussed the finality of proofs about 
which there is a consensus, e.g., Exeg. a: 70, a: 78, a: 83. 
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wa-lamma ja’a-hum kitabun min 'indi ’ llahi musaddiqun li-md 
maa-hum wa-kanu min qablu yastaftihiina ' ala ’ lladhtna kafarii 
fa-lamma ja’a-hum ma ' arafii kafaru bi-hi fa-la'natu ’ llahi * ala 

’l-kdfirma 

And when a Book came to them from God, confirming what 
was with them — and they previously prayed for help to 
overcome the unbelievers — when what they recognized came to 
them, they disbelieved in it; and the curse of God is on the 

unbelievers. 


THE INTER RET ATI ON OF W A -LAMM A JA ’A-HUM KITABUN 
MIN ‘INDI ’LLAHI MUSADDIQUN LI-MA MA 'A-HUM 

U When there came to the Jews of the Children of Israel, whose 
description He has given, « a Book from God » — meaning by « Book* the 
Qur’an which God sent down to Muhammad — « confirming what was 
with them* — i.e., confirming the scriptures which were with them 
which God had sent down before the Qur’an. [=*>Qatada, 1517; 
=>Al-RabT\ 1518; both specify the scriptures antecedent to the Qur’an 
as the Torah and the Evangel.] 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-KANU MIN QABLU YASTAFTIHUNA 
'ALA ’LLADHINA KAFARU 
FA-LAMMA JA'A-HUM MA ' ARAFU 
KAFARU BI-HI 

And these Jews . . . prayed r to God 1 for the assistance of 
Muhammad ... in overcoming the polytheist Arabs , 1 before he was 
sent .... 

=> A$im b. 'Umar b. Qatada al-An$arI: 

Some old men among r the Ansar 1 said: By God, this story — i.e., 

« When there came to them a Book from God, confirming what 
was with them; and they aforetimes prayed for help to overcome 
the unbelievers* — came down concerning us and them — i.e., the 
Ansar and the Jews, who were their neighbours — . (...) For a 
long time during the JahilTya we dominated them: we were 
polytheists and they were people of scripture. And they used to 
say: ‘Now a prophet, whose time is nigh, will be sent to kill you as 
the r people of 1 'Ad and Iram were killed .’ 2 But when God sent 
His Messenger from the Quraish and we followed him, they 
disbelieved in him. God said « when there came to them what they 
recognized, they disbelieved in it*. (1519] 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

The Jews used to pray for the help of Muhammad, before he was 
sent, to overcome the Aus and the Khazraj. But when God sent 
him from among the Arabs, they disbelieved in him, and 
disclaimed what they had been saying about him. Then Mu' adh b. 
Jabal and Bishr b. al-Bara’ b. Ma'rur, one of Banu Salma, said to 
them: ‘O community of Jews, fear God and embrace Islam. You 
used to pray for Muhammad’s help to overcome us when we 
were polytheists, and tell us that he would be sent, and you 
described him to us.’ Then Salam b. Mishkam, one of the Banu 
al-Nadlr, said: ‘He brought us nothing we recognize, and he is 
not the one we used to mention to you.’ So God sent down about 
what they said «And when a Book came to them from God, 
confirming what was with them — and they previously prayed for 
help to overcome the unbelievers — when what they recognized 
came to them, they disbelieved in it; and the curse of God is on the 
unbelievers.* [1520, 1521; also 1522, 1530, 1532. See also =>'A 1 T 
al-AzdT al-Bariql, 1523, 1524, =>SaTd b.Jubair, 1531] 
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^►Abu ’1-Aliya: 

The Jews used to pray for Muhammad’s help in overcoming the 
polytheist Arabs, saying: ‘O God, send this prophet whom we find 
written before us so that he may chastise and kill the polytheists.’ 
But when God sent Muhammad, and they saw that he was not one 
of them, they disbelieved in him out of envy towards the Arabs. 
But they knew that he was the Messenger of God, so God said 
«when what they recognized came to them, they disbelieved in it; 
and the curse of God is on the unbelievers. » [1526; see also 
=>Qatada, 1525, ^-Al-SuddT, 1526, =>‘Ata’, 1528, =>Mujahid, 1529] 

=^Ibn Zaid: 

The Jews used to pray for help to overcome the Arab unbelievers, 
saying: ‘By God, if the prophet whom Moses and Jesus gave news 
of, Ahmad, 3 came, we would overcome you.’ And they 
supposed he would be one of them. The Arabs were r alP around 
them, and they prayed for him to help them against them, to 
overcome them. But when what they recognized came to them 
they disbelieved in it, and were jealous of r the Arabs" 1 . (...) 
« r Many of the people of scripture wish they might restore 
you after you have belie ved — 1 as unbelievers, in the jealousy of 
their souls, after the truth has become clear to them» (2: 109). It 
was evident to them that he was the Messenger of God, and thus 
God helped the Aus and the Khazraj through their hearing from 
them that a prophet was coming forth. [1533] 

§ Tabari gives two opinions about th; apodosis of «And when a Book came 
to them from God, confirming what v/as with them». The first is that no 
apodosis is expressed, since it is clear what it is. The other is that «they 
disbelieved in it » is the apodosis to both « And when a Book came to them from 
God, confirming what was with them * and * when what they recognized came 
to them ». 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA’NATU ’HAHI 'ALA 

’l-kafirina 


§ Tabari refers to his previous explanations of the meaning of la ana and kufr. 4 

(...) 


* See Exeg. 2: 76, [1340} and also p. 408. 


2 For'Ad, see, e.g., 7: 65—72; for Iram, see 89: 7. 

3 This is another name for Muhammad, from the same root, h-m-d, which has the literal 
meaning of ‘most praised'. 

4 See Exeg. 2: 88, p. 402, and 2: 6, p. 107, respectively. 
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bi’sa-ma ’ shtaraw bi-hT anfusa-hum an yakfurii bi-ma anzala lldhu 
baghyan an yunazzila ’ lldhu min fadli-hi ' ala man yasha’u min 
'ibadi-hi fa-ba'u bi-ghadabin 'ala ghadabin wa-li- l-kafirina 'adhabun 

muhinun 


How evil is the thing they have sold their souls for — their 
disbelief in what God sent down, grudging that God should send 
down of His bounty on whomsoever He will of His servants — , 
and they were laden with anger upon anger; and for unbelievers 
awaits a humiliating chastisement. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF Bl’ SA-MA ’SHTARA W BI-HI 
ANFUSA-KUM AN YAKFURU BI-MA ANZALA 'LLAHUBAGHYAN 

(...) 

Originally bi'sa ( = how evil) was ba’isa from bu's (- wretchedness), 
then the -i- after the hamza ( ’) was dropped and transfered to the b-. . . . 
Then it was made a sign of derogation and reproach, and is joined to ma. 

§ T a bari reports various opinions from Basran and Kufan grammarians 
about the meaning and function of the ma in *bi’sa-md» in relation to the rest of 
the sentence. He prefers the opinion which links «ma» with the pronoun -hi in 
«ishtarii bi-hi anfusa-kum» to give the sense ‘Evil is the thing for which they sold 
their souls’, and then takes the rest of the first part of this sentence to be an 
explanation of what this thing they sold their souls for was, i.e., disbelief in 
Muhammad and his mission out of envy for the Arabs for having had a 
prophet sent among them. 
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Sura 2, verse go 

(...) 

As for « baghyan », He means by this ‘hostilely’, ‘jealously’. 
=*>Al-SuddT: 

They wronged ( baghaw ) Muhammad, may God bless him and 
grant him peace, and were envious of him; they said: ‘The 
Messengers were only from the Children of Israel; why should this 
one be from the Children of Ishmael?’ They envied him that God 
should have sent His bounty down to whichever of His servants 
He wished. [1537; see also =>Qatada, 1536, =>Abu *1- Aliya, 1538, 
=>Al-RabT*b. Anas, 1539] 

If The evil thing for which they sold their souls was the disbelief in 
what God sent down in His Book to Moses about the prophethood of 
Muhammad, commanding Them 1 to attest his truthfulness and follow 
him; They disbelieved 1 on account of God’s sending His bounty — His 
wisdom. His signs, His prophethood — down to whichever of His 
servants He wished — i.e., to Muhammad — r since they were" 1 grudging 
and jealous of Muhammad because he was a descendant of Ishmael and 
was not one of the Children of Israel. 

question: How can the Jews have sold their souls for disbelief. . .? 
Can anything be sold for disbelief? 

reply: Among the Arabs the meaning of ‘buying’ and ‘selling’ is a 
possessor’s ceding r ownership of 1 his property to someone else, for 
what he receives in exchange from him. Then the Arabs use it in 
the case of every person who gains something, good or bad, in 
return for his acts, and one says. ‘How good is the thing he sold 
his soul for’, or ‘How evil is the thing he sold his soul for’, 
meaning: ‘How good a gain he has made’ or ‘How bad a gain he 
has made’, when he brought down good or bad upon r his soul 1 by 
striving for it. It is the same with the meaning of His words « How 
evil a thing have they sold their souls for», when they ruined and 
destroyed their souls by disbelieving in Muhammad. God addressed 
them and the Arabs in their speech which they knew, saying «How 
evil a thing have they sold their souls for», meaning: How evil is 
what they gained for their souls by their effort; how evil a 
compensation have they received for their disbelief in God when 
they gave Muhammad the lie, when they could have happily 
received God’s reward and what he would have prepared for them 


Sura 2, verse go 

if they had believed in God and what He sent down to His prophets, 
instead of the Fire and what He prepared for them for their disbelief 
in this. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF AN YUNAZZILA ’ LLAHU MIN FADL1~HI 
* ALA MAN YASHA’U MIN 'IBADI-HI 

§ Tabari has already given the interpretation of this passage, and just 
mentions here some Traditions which confirm the interpretation. [=>‘Umar b. 
Qatada al-Ansari, 1540, =>Qatada, 1541, =>Abu ’ 1 - Aliya, 1542, =>Al-RabT* b. 
Anas, 1543, =>Al-SuddT, 1544 — these last four are textually identical, and the 
text can be found above as part of 1527 — , =>'A 1 T al-Azdl al-Bariql, 1545] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA -BA ’0 BI-GHA DABIN 
’ALA GH AD A BIN 

f After the Jews of the Children of Israel had prayed for 
Muhammad’s help r to overcome the polytheists 1 . . ., and after they 
had told the people, before he had been sent, that he was a prophet who 
would be sent, when God sent him as a prophet with a Message they 
reverted and went back r on their word 1 , so they were laden with anger 
from God — which they merited for their unbelief in Muhammad 
when he was sent, for denying his prophethood, for disclaiming that it 
was he whose description they had found in their scripture, stubbornly 
opposing him, grudgingly, jealous of him and the Arabs — over and 
above the previous anger which had come to them from God ... for 
their previous unbelief towards Jesus, the son of Mary [=>Tkrima, 
1547, 1548, 1549; =>Qatada, 1551; =>Abu ’1-Aliya, 1553], or for their 
worship of the Calf [=>A1-Suddl, 1554], or for some other sin they had 
previously committed, for which they had merited wrath from God. 
[See =>lbn ‘Abbas, 1546; =>‘Ubaid b. ‘Umair, 1555] 

=>A1-Sha*bl: 

On the Day of the Resurrection, the people will be at four 
stations: a man who was a believer in Jesus and believed in 
Muhammad, may God bless them, will receive two wages; a man 
who was a disbeliever in Jesus but then believed in Muhammad, 
may God bless him and grant him peace, will receive a single 
wage; a man who was a disbeliever in Jesus, and then disbelieved 
in Mulianiniad will be laden with anger upon anger; and a man 
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who was a disbeliever in Jesus from the Arab polytheists and died 
in his unbelief before Muhammad will be laden with anger 
[i55oJ j 

=>Mujahid: j 

« r A 1 nd they were laden with anger » — the Jews, for their alteration 
of the Torah before the advent of the Prophet, may God bless him 
and grant him peace — «upon anger*, Tor 1 their disclaiming the 
prophet and disbelieving in what he brought. [1552] 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF W A-L I- ’ L- KA F I RI N A 
‘A DHAB UN MUHTNUN 

If For anybody at all who denies the prophethood of Muhammad 
there will be a punishment from God, either in the Hereafter, or in this 
world and the Hereafter; r it will be 1 «muhm» r which means 1 that which 
disgraces the one on whom it falls, which shames him, which covers 
him in ignominy and humiliation. 

question: What r kind of" 1 punishment is not humiliating for the 
person who receives it, such that the humiliating Hcind 1 can be for the 
unbelievers? 

reply: The humbling 'punishment 1 is that which, as we have 
explained, leaves the one who receives it with disgrace and shame in 
which he remains forever, never passing from his shame to everlasting 
glory and honour. It is for this that God singled out those who 
disbelieve in Him and in His Messengers. As for r the punishment 1 
which does not humiliate the one who receives it, it is that which 
rectifies him. This is like the thief among Muslim people who steals 
something which entails amputation, and his hand is cut off; or the 
adulterer among them who commits adultery and the legal punishment 
is executed against him; and other examples of punishments and 
penalties which God has appointed as expiations for sins and with 
which those who commit them are punished. It is also like those among 
the people of Islam who commit major sins and are punished in the 
Hereafter according to the offenses which they committed, so as to 
be purified of their sins, and then they enter the Garden. Although 
all this is punishment, it is not humiliating for the one who is 
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punished, since God’s punishing him is in order to purify him of his 
misdeeds; then He brings him to the source of glory and honour, and 
causes him to dwell forever in the felicity of the Gardens. 
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wa-idha qtla la-hum amitiu bi-ma anzala ’ llahu qdlii nu’minu bi-ma 
unzila ‘alay-na wa-yakjuruna bi-ma u>ara*a-hu wa-huwa * l-haqqu 
musaddiqan li-md maa-hum qul fa-li-ma taqtuluna anbiya’a ’ llahi min 
qablu in kuntum muminma 


And when they were told: ‘Believe in that which God has sent 
down’, they said: ‘We believe in what was sent down to us’; and 
they disbelieve in what is beyond that, yet it is the truth 
confirming what is with them. Say: ‘Why then did you used to 
slay the prophets of God in times past, if you are believers?’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDHA QILA LA-HUM 
AMINU BI-MA ANZALA ’ LLAHU 
QALU NU’ MINU BI-MA UNZILA * ALAY-NA 

II And when the Jews of the Children of Israel who were in the 
vicinity of the abode of emigration of the Messenger of God were told: 
« ‘Believe in* — i.e., attest the truth of — «that which God has sent 
down’* — i.e., the Qur’an which God sent down to Muhammad — 
«they said: ‘We believe in* — i.e., we attest the truth of — « what was sent 
down to us’*— i.e., the Torah which God sent down to Moses. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YAKFURUNA BI-MA WARA’A-HUM 
f They deny ‘anything besides that* — i.e., besides the Torah. 



452 


Sura 2 , verse gt 


The interpretation of «wara’» in this place is siwa ( = besides, other 
than) . . so the meaning of r this passage 1 ... is: r And they disbelieve 
in 1 anything besides the Torah, in any of God’s scriptures which He 
sent down to His Messengers after that. [=>Qatada, 1556, =>Abu 
’1-Aliya, 1557, =>A 1 -R,abr b. Anas, 1558] 

/ 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-HUWA ’ L-HAQQU 
M U$ADDIQA N LI-MA MA 'A-HUM 

H The Book which He sent down to His prophet, which is other 
than the scripture which was sent down to them, is the truth 
Confirming the scripture that they have [=>A 1 -Suddl, 1559] 1 . And He 
means by that the Qur’an which He sent down to Muhammad. 

This is a statement by God that they denied the truth of the Torah, 
in the same way as they denied the truth of the Evangel and the Furqan, 
stubbornly resisting God, opposing His command, rebellious against 
His Messengers. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QUL FA-LI-MA TAQTULUNA 
ANBIYA’A 'LLAHl MIN QABLU IN KUNTUM MU’ MININA 

11 Say, O Muhammad, to theCe 1 Jews . . .: ‘Why did you use to 
slay His prophets if, O community of Jews, you are believers in what 
God sent down to you, for God forbade killing them in the Book 
which He sent down to you, rather He commanded you there to 
follow and obey them and to attest to their truthfulness?’ 

This is God’s denial of the truthfulness of their saying « ‘We believe in 
what was sent down to us», and His condemnation of them. 
[=>Al-SuddT, 1560] 

§ Tabari discussed the objection that what Muhammad is told to say begins 
with a verb, «taqtuluna», in the tense which signifies the future (or the present), 
but continues with a phrase, «mrn qablu», which indicates that the action was in 
the past. He mentions a Bajran and a Kufan grammarian who agree that the 
verb denotes the past, but disagree in reasoning about why this is so. Tabari 
relies on previous explanations he has given in similar contexts : 1 God stated 
the past deeds of the Jews in the form of an address to those Jews who were 
contemporary with Muhammad. 

If ‘If you believe in what God sent to you, as you claim’ — by this 
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He means the Jews who knew the Messenger of God, as well as their 
ancestors — ‘if they were and you are, as you, O Jews, claim, 
believers’ — He blamed the r Jews contemporary with Muhammad 1 for 
their forebears’ slaying of His prophets when they said . . . «‘We believe 
in what was sent down to us’», because they were successors to the 
forefathers . . . and were pleased with what r their forefathers 1 had 
done— ‘if, as you claim, you believe in what was sent down to you, 
why do you profess solidarity with the murderers of God’s prophets? 
Why are you pleased with what they did?’ 

1 See, inter alia, Exeg. 2 : 83, p. 426, and n. 8. 
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wa-la-qad jaa-kum Musa bi-’l-baiyandti thumma ’ ttakhadhtumu 7 - 'ijla 
min ba r di-hi wa-antum zalimuna 

And Moses came to you with the clear signs, then you took to 
yourselves the Calf after him and were evil-doers. 


II He came to you r , O community of Jews of the Children of Israel, 1 
with the clear signs demonstrating his truthfulness and soundness and his 
prophethood, such as the staff which changed into a manifest snake, and 
his hand which he took out r of his tunic 1 white to those who beheld, the 
separating of the sea and its bed becoming a dry way for him, and the 
locusts and lice and frogs, and the rest of the signs which demonstrated 
his truthfulness and soundness and his prophethood. 

God calls them ‘clear’ signs, because they made clear to those who saw 
them that they were miracles which no man couid bring without God 
making r these things 1 subservient to him. . . . 

(...) 

... He said « after him », because they took the Calf to themselves r as 
a god 1 after Moses had gone away from them, on his way to keep his 
appointment with his Lord. 1 
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§ Tabari admits alternatively that the pronoun in «ba'di-hi» may refer to 
Moses’ coming with the clear signs. 

(...) 

1 See Exeg. 2: 5 1 , p. 308-9. 
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wa-idh akhadhna ntfthdqa-kwn wa-rafa'na fauqa-kumu '\-\ura khudhu 
md ataind-kum bi-qiiwatin wa-’smau qdlu sami'na wa-'asaind wa- 
ushribu ft qulubi-himu ’l-'ijla bi-kufri-him qul bi’sa-ma ya’tnuru-kum 
bi-hi tmanu-kum in kuntum mu’minma 


And when We took compact with you, and raised over you the 
Mount: ‘Take forcefully what We have given you and give ear.’ 
They said: ‘We hear, and rebel’; and they were made to drink the 
Calf into their hearts for their unbelief. Say: ‘How evil is the 
thing your faith bids you to, if you are believers.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-IDH AKHADHNA MITH AQA-KU M 
WA-RAFA'NA FAUQA-KUMU ’ L-TURA 
KHUDHU MA ATAINAKUM BI-QUWATIN 
WA-’SMA'O QALU SAMI'NA WA-'ASAINA 

H And remember when We took covenant with you to take the 
Torah We had given you, which was sent down to you to do what 
I had commanded therein and to refrain from what I had forbidden 
you therein, diligently and eagerly; and you gave your compact to 
act according to it when We raised the mountain above you. ‘. . . 
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Listen to what you have been ordered to do, accept it obediently.’ — It 
is like someone saying to another who gives him an order: ‘I hear 
and obey.’ . . . 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-USHRIBU FIQULUBI-HIMU 
’L-'IJLA BI-KUFRI-HIM 

§ Tabari re c 0 rds a disagreement among the interpreters about the phrase 
«they were made to drink the Calf into their hearts*. One opinion was that it 
meant that they were given water to drink in which filings of gold from the 
Calf were suspended [=>Al-SuddT, 1564 (see 937, of which this is part); =*-Ibn 
Juraij, 1565], but he rejects this on the grounds that Arabs do not speak of 
water being drunk ‘into the heart’. Instead, he prefers the opinion which 
interprets the locution as a metaphor for becoming possessed by the love of 
something to the point at which it ‘takes over one’s heart’ [=>Qatada, 1561; 
=#-Abu V Aliya, 1562; =»Al-RabT‘ b. Anas, 1563], which, fully expressed, 
would be ‘to be made to drink love of the Calf into their hearts’. This 
conforms to the usage of the Arabs, and the word hubb ( = love) is omitted 
because it is readily understood. He illustrates this kind of ellipsis in the Qur’an 
by quoting 7: 163 and 12: 82. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF QUL Bl’SA-MA YA’MURU-KUM BI-HI 
TmANU-KUM IN KUNTUM M U ’MININA 

Tf Say, O Muhammad, to the Jews of the Children of Israel: ‘How 
evil a thing does your faith bid you to, if it bids you to slay the prophets 
and Messengers of God, to give the lie to His Books, to deny what 
came from Him. Their « faith* means their attesting the truth of what 
they claimed, that they believed in God’s scripture . 1 . . . God denies the 
truth of what they said, because the Torah forbids all of this, and 
commands the opposite. ... 


1 See Exeg. 2: 3, p. 95. 
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qul in kdnat la-kumu ’l-daru 'l-akhiraiu 'inda ’ llahi khalisatan min duni 
’ l-nasi fa~tamannpwu ’l-mauta in kumtum sadiqtna 

Say: ‘If the Last Abode with God is yours alone, and not other 
people’s, then wish for death — if you speak truly.’ 


This verse is one of those by which God vindicated His prophet, 
Muhammad, before the Jews who were in the vicinity of his abode of 
emigration 1 ”, Medina 1 , and compromised their rabbis and learned men. 
That is to say that God commanded His prophet to call them to a fair 
judgement between him and them in connection with the difference 
between them, just as God commanded him to summon the other 
group of the Christians, when they differed with him about Jesus and 
quarrelled about him, to a decision by mutual cursing ( mubahala ).* 

If r Muhammad 1 said to the group of Jews: ‘If you speak the truth, 
then wish for death. This will not be harmful to you, if you are truthful 
in your claim to faith and to the nearness of your station to God. Nay, 
if you are granted your desire for death when you wish r for it 1 , you 
will attain repose from the hardship and fatigue of this world and from 
the discomfort of its life, and gain nearness to God in His Gardens — if 
the matter is as you claim, that the Last Abode is yours alone and not 
ours. But if you are not given it, the people will know that you are 
lying and that we are telling the truth in our claim, and our situation 
and yours will become revealed to them.’ 

But the Jews refused to respond to the Prophet concerning this, 
because they knew that if they wished for death they would perish and 
leave this world of theirs, they would end up with the shame of eternal 
dwelling in their Hereafter. This is just like the refusal of the group of 
Christians . . . r to take part in 1 the mutual cursing. 


would have died, and they would have seen their places in the 
Fire. And if those who engaged in mutual cursing with the 
Messenger of God had come out, they would have returned to 
find neither family nor property.’ [1566] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

If they had desired death, everyone of them would have choked 
on his spittle. [1567, part of the same Tradition as 1566; see also 
1568-70] 

Thus were the deceit, slander, and injustice of the Jews against the 
Messenger of God revealed to those who found the position of the Jews 
ambiguous at that time, and the proof of the Messenger of God and the 
proof of his Companions against them became clear; nor has it ceased, 
praise be to God, to be evident against them and against the people of 
other religious communities besides them. 

The Messenger of God was commanded to say to them «‘ r T 1 hen 
wish for death — if you speak truly’ », because, as we have been told, 
they had said: «‘We are the sons of God, and His beloved ones’ » (5: 18), 
and «‘None shall enter the Garden except those who are Jews or 
Christains.’* (2: in) And God said to His prophet, Muhammad: Say 
to them: ‘If you speak the truth in what you claim, desire death.’ Thus 
God made their deceit clear when they refused to wish for death, and 
caused the proof of the Messenger of God to succeed. 

[t]: circumstances of this revelation: first opinion: 
Some of them said that they were commanded to wish it by way of 
a supplication against whichever of their two groups were lying. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

God told His prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace: 
«Say: ‘If the Last Abode with God is yours alone, and not other 
people’s, then wish for death — if you speak truly’*, i.e., ‘Call 
down death upon whichever of the two groups is the greater liar’. 
[I57i] 

second opinion: Others [^-Qatada, 1572; =>Abu ’l-Aliya, 1573; 
=>Al-RabT‘b. Anas, 1 574] r gave the Jews’ two claims in 5: 18 and 2: 111 
as the cause 1 . . . . 


=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

The Messenger of God sajd: ‘If the Jews had desired death, they 


TJ Say, O Muhammad: ‘If the felicity and pleasures of the Last 
Abode 2 are yours before God, O community ofjews, . . . .’ 
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He contented Himself with using the word « Abode » without 
mentioning its felicity, because those to whom the verse is addressed 
knew r that this was 1 what was meant. 

(•••) 

§ Tabari says that «and not other people’s* ostensively refers to all the rest of 
mankind, but he quotes a Tradition from Ibn ‘Abbas (1576J to the effect that 
the Jews meant that only Muhammad and his Companions were excluded. 
He also quotes Ibn ‘Abbas (1577] as saying that «then wish for death* here 
means then ask for death’. Tabari suggests that Ibn ‘Abbas interpreted the 
meaning thus in the belief that a request to God was implied. 

1 See 2: 6l, and Ibn Ishaq (1955), pp. 270-^7. 

2 See Exeg. 2; 4, p 101 . 
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wa-lan yatamannaw-hu abadan bi-ma qaddamat aidi-him wa-’llahu 
‘ alimun bi-l-zdlimxna 

But they will never wish for it, because of what their hands have 
done before; God knows the evil-doers; 

This is a statement by God about the Jews and their abhorrence of 
death, and their refusal to respond to the challenge to them to wish for 
death, on account of their knowledge that if they did this the Threat 
would come down upon them and they would die, and because they 
knew that Muhammad was a Messenger from God sent to them [=^Ibn 
Juraij, 1582], and that they had given him the lie while he informed 
them of nothing which would not come true as he had informed them 
[=>Ibn*Abbas, 1578 and 1579}. So they were wary of wishing for death, 
fearing that God’s punishment for the sins they had accumulated would 
befall them [=>Ibn Juraij, 1580]. 

As for His words « because of that their hands have done before 
( = lit., have put forward)*, by this He means: Because of what their 
hands had already done [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1581]. This is a trope, in the 
manner of those used by the Arabs in their speech. They say of a man 
who is arrested for some olfence or crime he has committed, and is 
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punished for it: ‘This is meted out to you for “what your hand has 
committed ( bi-ma janat yada-ka )”, for “what your hand has gathered 
(bi-ma kasabat yadd-ka)'\ for “what your hand has put forward (bi-ma 
qaddamat yadd- ka)”\ and this is attributed to the hand, although 
perhaps the crime that was committed and for which punishment is 
merited was r done 1 with the tongue or the pudenda, or with some 
other part of the body besides the hand. These things are attributed to 
the hand because the greatest crimes of people r are committed 1 with 
their hands. . . . 

Because of this, He said « But they will never wish for it, because of 
what their hands have done before*, meaning thereby: The Jews will 
never wish for death because of their unbelief in God which they 
previously exhibited in their lives when they opposed His command 
and disobeyed Him r by not 1 following Muhammad and what he 
brought from God, although they had found him written down before 
them in the Torah, and knew that he was a delegated prophet. God 
attributed the jealousy towards Muhammad, the injustice against him, 
the giving him the lie, and the denial of his Message, which was in their 
hearts and which their souls harboured and their tongues uttered, to 
their hands, and r said 1 that these were things their hands had done 
before, because the Arabs knew the meaning of this in their speech and 
discourse; for God sent down the Qur’an in their tongue and language. 

(...) 

^1 God knows the sinners 1 among mankind — be they from Jews, 
the Christians, or any other religious community — and what they do. 

1 SeeExeg. 2: 35, p. 429. 
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wa-la-tajidanna-hum ahrasa ’l-nasi 'ala haydtin wa-mina ’ lladhma 
ashrakii yawaddu ahadu-hum law yu'ammaru alfa sanatin wa-ma 
huwa bi-muzahzihi-hi mina H-'adhabi an yu'ammara wa-’llahu 
bastrun bi-ma ya'maluna 

and you shall find them the eagerest of men to live, even more 
than the polytheists; each of them wishes his life might be 
prolonged a thousand years, yet a prolongation of his life shall 
not remove him from the chastisement. God sees the things they 

do. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-TA JIDANN A-HUM A HRA$A 
’L-NASI * ALA HA YATIN 

II O Muhammad, you shall find that the eagerest of men for life in 
this world, and those who deem death the most abhorrent, are the Jews. 
[=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1583; =>Abu ’l-Aliya, 1584; =>Al-RabT’ b. Anas, 1585; 
=>Mujahid, 1586] 

They abhorred death because they knew of the long shame and 
ignominy that will be theirs in the Hereafter. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MINA ’ LLADHINA ASHRAKU 

H « r E"*ven more than the polytheists* — even more eager for life 
than the polyetheists. [=*>Ibn Zaid, 1589] . . . 

God described the Jews as being the eagerest of men to live, because 
they knew what had been prepared for them in the Hereafter for their 
unbelief, which the polytheists did not acknowledge; so they abhorred 
death more than the polytheists who did not believe in the Awakening, 
and they knew the chastisement that awaited them there. . . . 
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It is said that the polytheists r mentioned here 1 . . . were the Magians 
who did not believe in the Awakening. [=>Abu ’l-Aliya, 1587; 
=>Al-RabT' b. Anas, 1588. Ibn 'Abbas, 1590, was of the opinion that 
they were those who denied the Awakening.] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF YA WAD DU AHADU-HUM LAW 
LAW YU'AMMARU ALFA SANATIN 

H Each of the polytheists— having no hope that, when his world 
perishes and the days of his life come to an end, he will be resurrected, 
or kept alive, or r enter into 1 joy or happiness — wishes that his life 
might be prolonged by a thousand years; they even made their 
r formula of 1 greeting each other ‘Ten thousand years!’, avid as they 
were for life. 

=>IbnJubair: 

This was what the rPersian 1 polytheists said to each other when 
they sneezed: ‘May you live for a thousand years!’ [1592; see also 
=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1591 and 1596] 1 

=>Qatada: 

Sin made them love a long life. [1593; see also =>Ibn Najlh, 1594] 

(••) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA HUWA BI-MIZA HZIHI-HI 
MINA ’L-'ADHABI AN YU’AMMARA 

(...) 

§ Tabari quotes opinions about the role of the pronoun «huu>a» at the 
beginning of this passage. He prefers the view that it has a syntactic, but no 
semantic, function. He rejects the view (=>Abu 'Aliya, 1597; =»Al-RabT', 1598; 
=>Ibn Zaid, 1599] that the particle an should be read in, meaning «if their life 
were prolonged*. 

(...) 

H Long life will not exclude him from God’s chastisement . . ., for 
life must have an end and he will end up with God. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1600; 
=>Abu ’ 1 * Aliya, 1601; =^A 1 -Rabl* b. Anas, 1602] 


(...) 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’LLAHU BA$IRUN 

bi-ma ya'maluna 

If Nothing of what they do is hidden from Him, rather He is aware 
of it all; He remembers it so that He may thereby give them a taste of 
the chastisement in requital for it. 

(...) 

1 In all three Traditions the greeting is quoted in Persian; in the first one from Ibn 'Abbas, the 
wording is somewhat garbled, but would appear to be a New Year’s greeting. 
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qul man katta *, aduwan li-Jibrila fa-inna-hu nazzala-hu 'ala qalbi-ka 
bi-idhni * llahi musaddiqan li-ma baina yaday-hi wa-hudan wa-bushra 

li-’l-mu'mintna 

Say: ‘Whosoever is an enemy to Gabriel — he it was that brought 
it down upon your heart by the leave of God, confirming what 
was before it, a guidance and good tidings for the believers. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF QUL MAN KANA 'ADUWAN LI-JIBRILA 
FA-INNA-HU NAZZALA-HU 'ALA QALBI-KA BI-IDHNI ’LLAHI 

There is a consensus of all the interpreters that this verse was sent 
down as a rejoinder to the Jews of the Children of Israel when they 
claimed that Gabriel was their enemy and Michael was their 
supporter ( walty ). 

[t]: circumstances of this revelation: first opinion: 
Some of them said that they said this on account of a dispute that 
arose between them and the Messenger of God concerning his 
prophethood. 

=>Ibn ‘Abbas: 

A group ofjews was in the presence of the Messenger of God, and 


they said: ‘O Abu ’1-Qasim, tell us about r some n specific things we 
shall ask you about which only a prophet could know.’ The 
Messenger of God said: ‘Ask what you like, but concede me God’s 
covenanted protection and r the agreement 1 which Jacob took 
with his sons: should I tell you something you Already 1 know, 
then you will follow me according to Islam.’ They said: ‘You shall 
have that.’ So the Messenger of God said: ‘Ask me what you will.’ 

They said: ‘Tell us about the four specific things about which 
we shall Hiow 1 ask you. Tell us which food Israel forbade himself 
before the Torah was sent down. 1 Tell us what a woman’s and a 
man’s r seminaP fluids are like, and how the male and the female 
issue from them. Tell us about how this illiterate prophet r who is 
mentioned in our scripture 1 sleeps, and r tell us 1 which angel is his 
supporter.’ The Messenger of God said: ‘God’s covenant is upon 
you: if I inform you r of what you already know 1 then you shall 
follow me.’ So they gave him the covenant and compact which he 
wanted. 

Then he said: ‘By Him who sent down the Torah to Moses, I 
adjure you, do you know that Israel had a severe illness, and his 
sickness went on for a long time; so he took a vow that if God 
relieved him of his sickness he would make his favourite food and 
drink unlawful for himself, and his favourite food was the meat of 
camels (...) and his favourite drink was their milk?’ They said: ‘O 
God, yes indeed.’ 

Then the Messenger of God said: ‘I take God as r my 1 witness 
against you, and I adjure you by Allah, than whom there is no 
other god, who sent down the Torah to Moses, do you know that 
a man’s fluid is white and viscid, and a woman’s fluid is yellow 
and watery, and that whichever of the two predominates, the 
child will be '‘determined 1 in its likeness by God’s leave: if the 
man’s fluid predominates over the woman’s, the child will be male 
by God’s leave, and if the woman’s fluid predominates over the 
man’s, the child will be female by God’s leave?’ 2 They said: ‘O 
God, yes indeed.’ 

He said: ‘O God, be r my 1 witness.’ Then he said: ‘I adjure you 
by Him who sent down the Torah to Moses, do you know that 
this illiterate prophet’s eyes sleep, but his heart does not?’ They 
said: ‘O God, yes indeed.’ 

He said: ‘O God, be r my 1 witness.’ They said: ‘Tell us now 
which of the angels is your supporter. On that depends whether 
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we shall follow you or separate from you.’ He said: ‘My supporter 
is Gabriel, and God has never sent any prophet whose supporter he 
was not.’ They said: ‘For this we separate from you; if your 
supporter had been any other angel besides him, we should have 
followed you and testified to your truthfulness.’ He said: ‘What 
prevents you horn testifying to ‘‘Gabriel’s 1 truthfulness?’ They 
said: ‘He is our enemy.’ Then God sent down « Whosoever is an 
enemy to Gabriel — he it was that brought it down upon your 
heart by the leave of God* as far as r the end of verse 101 1 . . . 

[1605] i 


=>Shahr b. Hawshab al-Ash j 


an: 


A group of Jews came to Ithe Messenger of God, and said: ‘O 
Muhammad, tell us about ^our ‘‘things 1 we shall ask you about; if 
you do, we shall follow you and testify to your truthfulness and 
believe in you.’ So the Messenger of God said: ‘Let God’s 
covenant and compact be upon you for this: if I tell you this, will 
you testify to my truthfulness?’ They said: ‘Yes.’ He said: ‘So ask 
what seems appropriate to you.’ They said: ‘Tell us how a child 
can resemble its mother when the sperm comes from the man?’ 
The Messenger of God said: ‘I adjure you by Allah and by His 
days among the Children of Israel, do you know that a man’s 
sperm is white and viscid, and a woman’s sperm is yellow and 
watery, and whichever of the two predominates over the other, 
the likeness will be of it?’ 3 They said: ‘Yes, indeed.’ 

They said: ‘Tell us how you sleep.’ He said: ‘I adjure you by 
Allah and His days among the Jews, do you know that this 
illiterate prophet’s eyes sleep but his heart does not?’ They said: ‘O 
God, yes indeed.’ He said: ‘O God, be r my 1 witness.’ 

They said: ‘Tell us which food Israel forbade himself before the 
Torah was sent down.’ He said: ‘Do you know that his favourite 
food and drink was the milk and the meat of camels. He was 
suffering from some complaint, and God relieved him of it, so he 
forbade himself his favourite food and drink out of thanks to God, 
and forbade himself the meat and the milk of camels?’ They said: 
‘O God, yes indeed.’ 

They said: ‘Tell us about the spirit.’ He said: ‘I adjure you by 
Allah and His days among the Children of Israel, do you know 
that it is Gabriel, and that it is he who comes to me?’ They said: 
‘Yes, but he is an enemy of ours; he is an angel who brings 


violence and the spilling of blood. If it were not for this, we would 
follow you.’ So God sent down concerning them «Say: ‘Whoso- 
ever is an enemy to Gabriel — he it was that brought it down upon 
your heart by the leave of God, confirming what was before it’ * as 
far as r the end of verse 101 1 . [1606. See also =>A 1 -Qasim b. AbT 
Bazza, 1607] 

second opinion: Others said rather that they said this on account 
of a dispute which took place between them and 'Umar b. al-Kha^ab 
concerning the Prophet. 

=>A 1 -Sha*bl: 

‘Umar stopped at al-Rawha’, and saw some men hurrying to 
some rocks to pray on them. He said: ‘What are these r people 
doing 1 ?’ They said: ‘They claim that the Messenger of God prayed 
here.’ He did not like this, and said: ‘What is this? The r time for 1 
prayer came upon the Messenger of God at a river, $0 he prayed 
and then set off and left r ; that is all 1 .’ 

Then he started to narrate to them, and said: ‘I have been 
present with the Jews on the day of the study of their scripture 
(midras), and I was amazed at how the Torah confirmed the truth 
of the Furqan, and how the Furqan confirmed the truth of the 
Torah. When I was with them one day they said: “O Ibn 
al-Khat{ab, there is no one among your companions whom we 
love more than you.” I said: “Why is that?” They said: “You call 
upon us and visit us.” (...) I said: “I visit you, and am surprised at 
how the Furqan confirms the truth of the Torah, and how the 
Torah confirms the truth of the Furqan.” (...) Then the Messenger 
of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, passed by, and 
they said: “O Ibn al-Khattab, that is your master, so join him.” 
(...) Thereupon I said to them: “I adjure you by Allah, than 
whom there is no other god, by His truth which He asked you to 
guard, and by the scripture with which He entrusted you, do you 
know that he is the Messenger of God?” (...) Then they fell silent. 

(...) ‘Then one of their learned and important men said: “He 
has seriously entreated you, so answer him.” They said: “You are 
our scholar and master, you should answer him.” He said: “Well 
then, since you adjured us by Him, r yes 1 we do know that he is 
the Messenger of God.” (...) I said: “Woe unto you! In that case 
you will perish!” They said: “We shall not perish.” (...) I said: 
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“Why not? You know that he is the Messenger of God, but you 
do not then follow him and attest his truthfulness.” They said: 

“Among the angels we have ’one who is 1 an enemy and one who 
keeps the peace with us. Our enemy has been associated with 
’’Muhammad' 1 * .” (...) I said: “Who is your enemy? And who keeps 
the peace with you?” They said: “Our enemy is Gabriel, and the 
one who keeps the peace with us is Michael.” (...) I said: “Why do 
you feud with Gabriel? And why are you at peace with Michael?” 

They said: “Gabriel is the angel of harshness, ruthlessness, poverty, 
severity, punishment, antf so forth, while Michael is the angel of 
kindliness, compassion, Moderation, and so forth.” (...) I said: 

“What is their station frorp their Lord?” They said: “One of them 
is on His right, and the other on His left.” (...) I said: “By Allah, 
than whom there is no other god, they and the One who is 
between them are the enemy of him who feuds with them and the 
man of peace towards him who keeps peace with them. Gabriel 
cannot be at peace with Michael’s enemy, nor can Michael with 
Gabriel’s enemy.” 

(...) ‘Then I stood up and followed the Prophet. I joined him 
outside a palm grove of the Banu So-and-so, and he said to me: 

“O Ibn Khaffab, shall I not recite to you some verses which have 
come down?” And he recited «Say: “Whosoever is an enemy to 
Gabriel — he it was that brought it down upon your heart by the 
leave of God, confirming what was before it . . . .”» (...) I said: 

“By my father and my mother, O Messenger of God, and by Him 

who sent you with the Truth, I came wanting to give you the 

report, but I hear that the Kind, the All-informed, has reported it < 

to you before me.’” [1608, 1609; and 1614. See also =*Qatada, 

161—12; =>A 1 -Suddl, 1613; =>Ibn AbILaila, 1615; =>*Afa\ 1616] 

1 God says to His prophet: ‘O Muhammad, tell the community of 4 

the Jews of the Children of Israel who claimed that Gabriel was their 

enemy because he was an r angeP of attacks, chastisement and 

punishments, not an r angeP of revelation, sending down mercy, and 
who refused to follow you, denied your prophethood, and rejected My 
signs and the clear proof of My rule which you brought, because 
Gabriel is your supporter, the bearer of My revelation to you, . . . r tell 
them 1 : Any man who is an enemy of Gabriel, and denies that he is the 
bearer of God’s revelation to His prophets, the keeper of His mercy — I 
am close to him and a friend, and I acknowledge that he is the bearer of 


revelation to His prophets and Messengers; it is he who brings down 
God’s revelation to my heart from his Lord, by God’s leave to him to 
do this, thereby fortifying my heart and strenghtening my mind. 
[=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1617; =>Qatada, 1618; =>A 1 -Rabl‘, 1619] 

§ TabarT raises the point that in this passage God said «he it was that brought 
it down upon your heart*, meaning Muhammad’s heart, although this was 
something which He ordered Muhammad to say to the Jews. Why then does 
He not say: Say: ‘He it was that brought it down upon my heart’? According 
to Tabari, it would have been perfectly correct to have said ‘my heart’ here, 
but ‘your heart’ is just as acceptable. It is all the same in Arabic, he says, in such 
a situation of telling someone what he should say to another, whether one uses 
the first person, as would the person who is being told what to say when he 
says it, or uses the second person, as when addressing him directly. In the 
second case, a form of indirect speech is being used, but in Arabic there is no 
need to insert a particle to indicate this, i.e., to say ‘Tell him that 

As for Gabriel, the Arabs have two names for him. The people of 
the Hijaz say ‘Jibril’ and ‘Mlkal’, and this is how most of the reciters of 
Medina and Ba$ra read it. However, r the people of Banu 1 TamTm and 
r Banu 1 Qais, and r some of the people of 1 Najd say ‘Jabra’H’ and 
‘Mlka’Il’, and most of the Kufan reciters read it like this.| 

It is said that al-Hasan al-Basrl and 'Abd Allah b. KathTr used to 
recite ‘JabrlT, but this reading is not acceptable, because r the form 1 fa'il 
does not exist among the Arabs. Some, however, have preferred this 
’’reading 1 , and have claimed that it is a non- Arabic name, like . . . 
SamwTl ( = Samuel). J The Banu Asad say ‘Jibrln’, and some Arabs are 

said to add an alif to ‘Jibril’ and to say ‘Jibrayll’ and ‘Mlkayll’. It is also 
narrated that Yafoya b. Ya*mar recited ‘Jabra’il!’. 

Jabr and mik are two nouns, the first meaning ‘slave (= aM)’, and the 
second ‘little slave ( 'ubaid)’. As for it, this is ‘God’. 4 [=>Ibn ‘Abbas, 1620, 
1621, 1622; also =>‘Abd Allah b. al-Harith, 1623 (it is Hebrew for 
‘God’); ^‘Ikrima, 1624, 1628; =>*AIIb. Husain, 1625-7] 

This is the interpretation of those who read ‘Jabra’H’, and it is also, 
God willing, the meaning of those who read ‘Jibril’. 

As for the interpretation of those who read ‘Jabra’iU’ r and ‘Mika’ ill’ 1 , 
they intend ... to attach jabr and ntika to a name of God by which He is 
called in Arabic, not in Syriac or Hebrew. That is to say that ill is ‘God’ 
in Arabic, as r in 9: io 1 . . . where a group of the learned were of the 
opinion that *illatt» ’’means 1 ‘God’. 

(...) 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF MU$ADDA QAN LI-MA 
BAIN A YADA Y-HI 

By His words « confirming what was before it» He means the Qur’an, 
and «confirming* refers back to the «it» in «that brought it down upon 
your heart*, expressing a state. 

f Gabriel brought down the Qur’an upon your heart, O 
Muhammad, confirming what was before the Qur’an — confirming 
God’s scriptures which preceded it and which descended on His 
Messengers who came before Muhammad; it confirms the r se preceding 
scriptures 1 because its meanings agree with their meanings as regards the 
command to follow Mufiammad and what he brought from God. 
[=>Ibn ’Abbas, 1630; =>Qatada, 1631; =>A 1 -Rabi'b. Anas, 1632] 


2:98 


J jJLp 

man kana * aduwan li-’llahi wa-mala'ikati-hi wa-rusuli-hl wa-Jibrila 
wa-MIkala fa-inna ’llaha 'adiiwun li-’ l-kafirma 


Whosoever is an enemy to God and His angels and His 
Messengers, and Gabriel, and Michael — surely God is an enemy 
to the unbelievers.’ 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-HUDAN WA-BUSHRA 
LI- T -M V ’ MININA 

By His words «a guidance* He means ‘a demonstration, a proof’. God 
calls it a « guidance* because the believer is rightly guided by it when he 
takes it as a guide which he follows, a leader whose command and 
prohibition, what it makes lawful and what it makes unlawful, he 
obeys. The ‘guide’ (hadt) of anything is what goes in front of it. . . . 

As for «good tidings ( bushran )» . . ., God informs His believing 
servants that the Qur’an is good tidings from Him to them, because it 
brings them news of the honour He has prepared for them with Him in 
His Gardens and of the reward that awaits them in their Abode of 
Return ( tnaad ). This is the good tidings which God brings the believers 
in His Book, for bishara, in the speech of the Arabs, means: Informing a 
man of something which gladdens him which he did not know before 
he hears it, or learns of it, from someone else. 5 

=>Qatada: 

r The Qur’an is 1 «a guidance and good tidings for the believers* 
because when the believer hears the Qur’an he memorizes it and 
remembers it, and he profits from it and relies upon it. He believes 
in what God has promised, concerning which He has given His 
word, and is certain of it. [1633] 

‘ Sec 3: 93 - 

2 See Exeg. 2: 2$, n. 1. 

3 Ibid. 

4 See alio Exeg. 2: 40, p. 269. 

5 See Exeg. 2: 25, p. 174- 


This is a statement from God that whoever is hostile to Him and 
hostile to all His angels and Messengers is an enemy to God; it is an 
announcement from him that whoever is an enemy to Gabriel is an 
enemy to Him and an enemy to Michael, and an enemy to all His 
angels and Messengers. For those whom God names in this verse are the 
friends ( awliya *) of God, the people of obedience to Him, and whoever 
is an enemy to a friend of God is an enemy to God and has joined battle 
with Him, and whoever is an enemy to God is an enemy of all the 
people of obedience to Him and all those close to Him. . . . Thus He 
said to the Jews, who had said that Gabriel was their enemy among the 
angels and Michael their friend, « Whosoever is an enemy to God and 
His angels and His Messengers, and Gabriel, and Michael — surely God 
is an enemy to the unbelievers », because a enemy to Gabriel is an enemy 
to all those close to God. So He informed them that whoever was an 
enemy to Gabriel was an enemy to all those He mentioned — His 
angels. His Messengers, and Michael — , and similarly that an enemy to 
one of His Messengers was an enemy to God and to every friend. 

^■'Ubaid Allah al-Atakl: 

A man of the Quraish said: ‘The Prophet, may God bless him and 
grant him peace, asked the Jews: “I am asking you about your 
scripture which you recite, whether you have found in it 
Anywhere 1 that Jesus, the son of Mary, gave news of me, that a 
Messenger whose name is Afimad would come to you?” They 
said: “O God, we have indeed found you in our scripture, but we 
dislike you because you seize property unlawfully and shed 
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blood.” So God sent down « Whosoever is an enemy to God and 
His angels and His Messengers, and Gabriel, and Michael — surely 
God is an enemy to the unbelievers. * [1634] 

=>*Abd al-Rahman b. Abl Laila: 

A Jew met Umar and said to him: ‘Gabriel, whom your friend 
mentions, is an enemy to us.’ So ‘Umar said to him: ‘Whosoever 
is an enemy to God and His angels and His Messengers, and 
Gabriel, and Michael — surely God is an enemy to the unbelievers.’ 
(...) It was sent down on the tongue of ‘Umar. [1635] 

This Hatter 1 Tradition demonstrates that God sent down this verse as 
a rebuke for the Jews and their disbelief in Muhammad, telling them 
that God was the enemy of whoever was an enemy to Muhammad, 
and that all those people who disbelieved in Muhammad were 
unbelievers in God, denying His signs. 

§ TabarT adds a few precisions about this verse. Gabriel and Michael are 
specifically mentioned by name, although they are both angels, and hence 
included in the general reference to angels’, because the claims of the Jews 
were to do with them specifically. And God is mentioned specifically at the 
end of the verse, even though He has been mentioned before, so that there 
should be no ambiguity as to which of the names previously given is meant. 


2:99 
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el-jit tiJLJj lUjJl jlU. 


wa-la-qad anzalna ilay-ka ayatin bayyindtin wa ma yakfuru bi-ha ilia 

’l-fdsiquna 


And We have sent down to you signs, clear signs, and none 
disbelieves in them save the ungodly. 


THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-QAD ANZALNA ILA Y-KA 
A YA TIN BAY YIN A TIN 

U We have sent down to you, O Muhammad, manifest signs 
proving your prophethood. These signs are the secrets of the 
knowledge of the Jews which the Book of God, which He sent down 


to Muhammad, contains. . . . r They are clear signs 1 to whoever is just 
to himself, to whomever envy and iniquity have not prevailed upon to 
destroy his soul, because in the disposition of everyone who has a sound 
disposition there is testimony to the truth of whoever brings the like of 
the clear signs, which I have described, which Muhammad brought 
without any learning from anyone nor taking anything of it from any 
human. [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1636] 

=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

Ibn Suriya al-Fityunl said to the Messenger of God, may God 
bless him and grant him peace: ‘O Muhammad, you have not 
brought us anything we knew, and God has not sent down to you 
any clear sign whereby we might follow you.’ So God sent down 
«And We have sent down to you signs, clear signs, and none 
disbelieves in them save the ungodly. » [1637, 1638] 


the interpretation of wa-ma yakfuru bi-ha 

ILLA 'l-FASIQUNA 

H « r A 1 nd none disbelieves in them» — and no one denies them — 
« save the ungodly ». 1 
(...) 


1 For the interpretation of kujr ( = unbelief) and fisq ( = ungodliness), Tabari refers back to Exeg. 
2: 6 and Exeg. 2: 26, respectively. 
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2: ioo 

<3d^~ * y-* » *A- ^ g - — P l — ** IS' j\ 

", * g > 

■ *ahdan nabadha-hu fariqun min-hum bal 
ktharu-hum la yu*minuna 

have made a covenant, has a party of them 
y, but most of them are unbelievers. 

ions on the function of -wa- in « a-wa-kullu-ma»: one 
am a Kufan, grammarian. Since the Ba$ran bases his 
inadmissible for Tabari, that there is redundancy in 
in favour of the other opinion, which says that it 
:ceding mention of the compact in verse 93, and that 
lms it into a question. 

►, it is the compact which the Children of Israel 
nd again to act according to what was in the 
of them then violated time and again. So God 
lat they did, and thereby reproached their 
g their path in part of the covenant and compact 
:om them: to believe in Muhammad. For they 
tie description of him that was in the Torah. 

of the Children of Israel make a covenant 
ee to a compact, why does a party of them break 
te it? 


The original meaning of rtabdh in the speech of the Arabs is ‘to 
throw’ .... Thus when raisins or dates are thrown into a vessel and are 
treated with water, it is called nabidh: . . . originally it was manbudh, but 
then it was r changed to 1 . . . nabidh. % 

Thus the meaning of His words « nabadha-hu fariqun min-hum » is: 
r Why 1 has a party of them thrown it away, abandoned it, broken it. 
[=>Qatada, 1641] 

=>IbnJuraij: 

There was no covenant on earth which they made with Him 
which they did not violate, which they did not covenant one day 
and violate the next. (...) In *Abd Allah r b. Mas*ud n ’s recitation it 
is: « naqada-hu ( = violate it) fariqun min-hum ». [ 1 642] 

(...) 

«Nay, but most of them are unbelievers* — Nay, but most of 
these — who, whenever they make a covenant with God and agree to a 
compact with Him, a group of them violates it — do not believe. 

For this there are two acceptable lines of interpretation. One is that 
the passage indicates a numerical majority of disbelievers who violated 
God’s covenant within the group. . . . The other is that it means: ‘Why, 
whenever the Jews make a covenant with their Lord, does a group of 
them break it? Indeed, th r ese^ group r s n of them did not break it 
believing that they should not have done so, for most of them do not 
believe in the truthfulness of God and His Messengers.’ In our book we 
have already demonstrated this meaning of im an ( = faith, belief), that it 
r means n tasdiq ( = attesting the truthfulness, or truth, of someone). 1 

1 See Exeg. 2: 3, p. 95. 


of God, may God bless him and grant him 
he mentioned the compact that had been 
id what God had covenanted with them 
ik b. al-$aif said: ‘By God. He did not make 
about Muhammad, nor did he take any 
cerning him.’ Then God sent down «Why, 
nade a covenant, has a party of them broken 
lem are unbelievers. » [1639, 1640] 
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wa-lamma jd*a-hum rasiihm min 'indi ’llahi musaddiqun li-tnd 
maa-hum nabadha fartqun mina ’ lladhina iitu ’ l-kitdba kitaba ’llahi 
ward' a zuhuri-him ka-anna-hum la ya’lamiina 


When a Messenger from God has come to them confirming what 
was with them, a party of them that were given the scripture reject 
the Book of God behind their backs, as though they did not know, 


When a Messenger — i.e., Muhammad [=>A 1 -Suddl, 1643] — has 
come r toi the scholars and the learned among thejews of the Children of 
Israel « confirming what was with them* — Muhammad confirmed the 
Torah and the Torah confirmed him, that he was a prophet of God sent 
to His creatures — . . . «a party of them that were given the 
scripture *— the scholars among thejews to whom God gave knowledge 
of the Torah and what is in it — « reject the Book of God* — deny it and 
discard it, i.e., the Torah, after having affirmed it, out of envy for 
r Muhammad 1 and being unjust towards him— « behind their backs ». 

« r B 1 ehind their backs* is a metaphor . . . meaning ‘to be rid of 
something.’ 

=^A 1 -Suddl: 

When Muhammad came to them, they opposed him with the 
Torah and argued against him with it, but the Torah and the 
Qur’an agreed, so they rejected the Torah and took up the book 
of Asif and the magic of Harut and Marut. 1 That is what is meant 
by God’s words « as though they did not know. » [1644] 

H « r A 1 s though they did not know* — . . . as if they did not know 
about the command to obey Muhammad and attest his truthfulness, 
which is in the Torah. . . . [=>Qatada, 1645] 


1 For these three names, see Exeg. 2: 102, pp. 481 5. 
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wa-’ttaba'ii md tatlu ' l-shayatmu ' ala mulki Sulaimdna wa-md kafara 
Sulaimanu wa-lakinna ’l-shayatma kafarii yuallimuna ’l-nasa ’/- 
sihra wa-md unzila ’ala * l-malakaini bi-Babila Hariita wa-Maruta 
wa-md yu’allimdni min ahadin hatta yaqula inna-ma nahnu jitnatun 
fa-la takfur fa-yataallamiina min-humd md yufarriquna bi-hi baina 
'l-mar’i wa-zauji-hi wa-ma hum bi-darrtna bi-hi min ahadin ilia 
bi-idhni * llahi wa-yata’allamuna md yadurru-hum wa-la yanfa’u-hum 
wa-la-qad * alimu la-mani 1 shtard-hu mala-hu f ’l-akhirati min 
khaldqin wa-la-bi’sa md sharaw bi-hi anfusa-hum law kdnu ya’lamuna 

and they follow what the satans recited during Solomon’s reign. 
Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved, teaching 
the people sorcery, and that which was sent down to the two 
angels in Babil, Harut and Marut; they did not teach any man 
without saying: ‘We are but a trial; do not disbelieve.’ From 
them they learned how they might sunder a man from his wife, 
yet they did not hurt any man thereby, save with God’s 
knowledge, and they learned what hurt them, and did not profit 
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them, knowing well that whoever buys it shall have no share in 
the world to come; evil then was that they sold themselves for, if 
they had but known. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-’tTABA’U 
MA TA TL U ’ L-SHA YATINU ' ALA MULKI SULAIMANA 

^1 The group of the scholars and learned among the Jews whom He 
described as casting His Book, which He sent down to Moses, behind 
their backs, affecting ignorance for, and disbelieving in, what they 
knew, as if they did not know, . . . discarded His Book which they 
knew had been sent down from Him to His prophet, and violated His 
covenant which He had taken from them to act according to what was 
in it, and chose instead the sorcery which the satans had recited at the 
time of the kingdom of Solomon, the son of David, and followed it. 
This is clear straying and errancy. 

[t]: «they»: first opinion: Some of them said that God meant 
by this the Jews who were in the vicinity of the abode of emigration of 
the Messenger of God r , Medina 1 , because they disputed with the 
Messenger of God ^sing 1 the Torah, and found the Torah to be in 
agreement with the Qur’an, commanding obedience to Muhammad 
and attestation of his truthfulness as did the Qur’an; then they disputed 
■"using" 1 the scriptures which, during the time of Solomon, the people 
had copied from the priests ( kahana ). 

=>Al-SuddT: 

« r A 1 nd they follow what the satans recited during Solomon’s 
reign » — during Solomon’s time. (...) The satans used to ascend to 
the sky, sit down at listening posts, and listen to what the angels 
were saying about death, rain, and any matter on earth. Then they 
went to the priests and told them, and the priests narrated to the 
people, and they found that it was as they said. Then, when the 
priests had found them reliable, r the satans began to 1 introduce 
into r their reports 1 other things r they had not heard 1 , and for 
every word they added seventy more. Then the people wrote 
th^se 1 report^ 1 down in books, and r the rumour 1 spread among 
the Children of Israel that the jinn knew the Unseen. So Solomon 
sent Envoys 1 among the people to collect these books, and he put 
them into a coffer. Then he buried it under his throne, and none of 


the satans could go near the throne without being consumed by 
fire; he said: ‘If I hear anyone saying that the satans know the 
Unseen, I shall have him beheaded!’ 

When Solomon died, and when the learned who knew what 
Solomon had done had passed away and successors had taken their 
place, Satan disguised himself in the form of a man, and went to a 
group of the Children of Israel and said: ‘Shall I point out a 
treasure to you which you will never exhaust?’ They said: ‘Yes.’ 
He said: ‘Then dig under the throne.’ And he went with them and 
showed them the place, but stood aside. So they said to him: 
‘Come nearer 1 .’ He said: ‘No. But I am here in your hands, and if 
you do not find it, kill me!’ So they dug and found these books. 
When they had taken them out, Satan said: ‘It was by this sorcery 
that Solomon held control over men, satans, and birds.’ Then he 
hurried away and disappeared. So r the rumour 1 spread among the 
people that Solomon had been a sorcerer, and the Children of 
Israel made use of these books. When Muhammad came to them, 
they argued with him r using n them, and that was when He said 
« Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved, teaching 
the people sorcery ». [1646] 

=>A 1 -Rabl* r b. Anas 1 : 

They say r thaf* the Jews once asked Muhammad about things 
from the Torah, but for everything which they asked him God 
sent down to him r an answer 1 to what they asked, and so he 
defeated their arguments. When they saw this they said: ‘This man 
knows more about what was sent down to us than we do.’ So they 
asked him about sorcery and disputed with him about it. So God 
sent down «and they follow what the satans recited during 
Solomon’s reign. Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans 
disbelieved, teaching the people sorcery*; and the satans turned to 
a book and wrote down in it sorcery, divination, and what God 
wished of this; then they buried it under Solomon’s seat. But 
Solomon had no knowledge of the Unseen. When Solomon 
departed from this world, they exhumed this sorcery and deceived 
the people with it. They said: ‘This is a science which Solomon hid 
and begrudged the people.’ So the Prophet, may God bless him 
and grant him peace, told them this narration, and they left him 
and were disheartened, for God had invalidated their proof. [1647; 
see also =*-Ibn Zaid, 1648] 
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second opinion: Others said instead that by this God meant the 
Jews during Solomon’s era. 

=>Ibn Juraij: 

The satans recited sorcery to the Jews during Solomon’s reign. 
And the Jews followed it, i.e., they followed sorcery during 
Solomon’s, reign. [1649] 

=>Ibn Ishaq: 

When the satans learnt of the death of Solomon, the son of David, 
peace be with him, they began to write down the different 
categories of sorcery: « Whoever desires to attain such-and-such 
should do such-and-such*. Then, when they had arranged the 
different categories of sorcery, they put them down in a book and 
stamped it with a seal of the same design as Solomon’s. Then they 
wrote down for its title: « These are the Stores of the Treasures of 
Science which A$af, the son of Barakhya, the Righteous 
( al-siddtq ), wrote for King Solomon, the son of David*. Then they 
buried it under his throne. Subsequently the remaining Children 
of Israel exhumed it, when they committed what r eviP they 
committed, and when they had discovered it they said: ‘This must 
be what Solomon r usedV So they spread sorcery among the 
people: they taught it and they learnt it, and among none is it 
more common than it is among the Jews. 

When the Messenger of God mentioned Solomon, the son of 
David, in what had been sent down to him from God, and 
counted him among those who had been sent with a Message, 
those Jews who were in Medina said: ‘Are you not amazed at 
Muhammad? He claims that Solomon, the son of David, was a 
prophet! By God, he was only a sorcerer.’ So God sent down «and 
they follow what the satans recited during Solomon’s reign. 
Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved » concerning 
this which they had said. 

When Solomon’s kingdom was suspended, a group of the jinn 
and mankind reneged r their religion 1 and followed r their own 1 
cravings. Then, when God restored to Solomon his kingdom, the 
people practiced theHr 1 religion as before. Solomon came to know 
of their books, and buried them under his throne. But Solomon 
died at about this time, and the jinn and mankind ’’again 1 became 
acquainted with the books after Solomon’s death. They said: ‘This 


is a book from God which came down to Solomon — and he kept 
it hidden from us!’ So they adhered to it and took it for a religion. 

So God sent down «When a Messenger from God r came 1 ... to 
them confirming what was with them, a party of them that were 
given the scripture ’’rejected 1 ... the Book of God behind their 
backs, as though they did not know, and r followed 1 . . . what the 
satans recited*, and these were stringed instruments and game’s 1 , 
and everything which diverts one from the remembrance of God. 
[1650] 

tabari’s opinion: The preferable opinion about the interpre- 
tation of His words «and they follow what the satans recited during 
Solomon’s reign* is that it is a rebuke from God for the Jewish rabbis 
who were contemporary with the Messenger of God, and denied his 
prophethood although they knew that he was a Messenger of God sent 
with a Message; a censuring of them by Him for having discarded His 
revelation, and for having given up acting according to it, when it was 
in their hands and they knew it and recognized it to be the Book of 
God, and for their, and their ancestors’ and forebears’, having followed 
what the satans in the time of Solomon had recited. We have already 
explained the reason why it is permissible to attribute to them what 
their ancestors did. 1 

We have chosen this interpretation because those who followed 
what the satans recited Hived 1 during Solomon’s time and after him up 
to the time that God sent His rightful prophet, and sorcery continued 
among the Jews. And there is no indication in the verse that God 
intended only some of them when He said «and they follow*. Since it is 
permissible and correct in the speech of the Arabs to attribute what we 
have described — r i.e., 1 their ancestors’ following r what the satans 
recited 1 . . . — to their descendants after them, and there is no 
transmitted Tradition from the Messenger of God which r obliges us to 
interpret 1 this specifically, nor is there any proof demonstrating r such 
an interpretation 1 , we must say that all the Jews who have followed 
what the satans recited during the time of Solomon are included in the 
meaning of the verse, as we have said. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF MA TATLU ' L-SHAYAJINU 

(...) 

§ Tabari gives two views from the interpreters about the meaning of *tatliir. 
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that it means ‘they narrated, transmitted, expressed, recited’ [=> Mujahid, 1651; 
=s»Qatada, 1652; =>Aja , 1653; =*Ibn ‘Abbas, 1654]; that it means ‘they acted 
according to, followed’ [=>Ibn 'Abbas, 1655; =>Abu RazTn, 1656]. Both these 
interpretations, according to Tabari, are justified as far as Arabic usage is 
concerned, and he sees no way of deciding between them. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF 'ALA MU LKI SUL AIM AN A 

§ Tabari says that *'ala» (=lit., upon) here means ft ( = in, during), and he 
refers back to a previous discussion about the interchangeability of these two 
particles. 2 [=*Ibn Juraij, 1657; =>Ibn Ishaq, 1658] 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA KAFARA SULAIMANU 
WA-LAKINNA ’ L-SHAYATJNA KAFARU 
Y U'ALLIM UNA ’L-NASA ’l-SIHRA 

§ Tabari discusses a potential question as to why there should be a denial here 
that Solomon was an unbeliever, when nothing has been mentioned about 
anyone ascribing unbelief to him. What is the connection between this and 
what has just gone before? He says that it is an answer to the Jews’ claim that 
Solomon was not a prophet, but a sorcerer, and to their ascription to him of 
what He had just ascribed to the satans. God thus refuted the idea that he was a 
sorcerer and an unbeliever [=>Sa*Td b. Jubair, 1659J. Tabari quotes further 
Traditions which give various details about the reason for the revelation of this 
passage, and the occasion on which it was revealed. 

=>lbn 'Abbas: 

It was something which happened to Solomon, the son of David, 
on account of some people from the family of a woman who was 
called Jarada ( = the ‘Locust’), who was one of the dearest to him of 
his women. (...) Solomon wished the right of al-Jarada’s family to 
be upheld, so he judged in their favour, but he was punished for 
not being impartial towards them. (...) When Solomon, the son 
of David, wanted to go to the toilet or to seek the favours of his 
women, he would give his signet ring to al-Jarada. So when God 
intended to afflict him, that day he gave al-Jarada his signet ring, 
and Satan came in the form of Solomon and said to her: ‘Give me 
my signet!’ Then he took it and put it on. When he put it on, the 
satans, the jinn, and mankind came under his power. (...) Then 
Solomon came to her and said: ‘Give me my signet!’ She said: 
‘You are lying; you are not Solomon.’ (...) Then Solomon knew 
that it was a tribulation r from God 1 . (...) Then the satans hurried 


Sura 2, verse 102 


481 

off, and during those days they wrote a book in which there was 
sorcery and unbelief, and they buried it under Solomon’s seat. 
Then they exhumed it and recited it to the people, saying: 
‘Solomon owed his power over the people to this book.’ (...) So 
the people became free of Solomon r ’s sovereignty 1 , and called him 
an infidel, until God sent Muhammad, and sent down «and they 
follow what the satans recited during Solomon’s reign »— -i.e., the 
sorcery and unbelief which the satans wrote down — . « Solomon 
did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved », so God sent down 
his absolution. [1660 and 1662. For other variations, see =>Abu 
Mijlaz, 1661; =>Qatada, 1663, 1664; =>Mujahid, 1665; =>Shahr b. 
Haushab, 1666; =>Ibn Ishaq, 1667] 

Since r the interpretation of this passage 1 is as we have described it . . ., 
it is clear that something has been omitted r whose meaning can be 
supplied by the rest of the passage 1 . . ., and that the meaning of the 
passage is: 

And they followed the sorcery which the satans recited during the 
reign of Solomon and ascribed to Solomon; but Solomon was not an 
unbeliever who practised sorcery; but the satans were unbelievers and 
taught the people sorcery. 

(...) 

=>Qatada: 

« Solomon did not disbelieve, but the satans disbelieved », meaning: 

It was not something he suggested, not something he assented to, 
but something the satans invented by themselves. [1668] 

(...) 

§ Tabari points out that this was not the first time that sorcery had been 
practised: Pharoah is said in the Qur’an to have practised it, and the people of 
Noah are said to have accused him of practising it. 3 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA UNZILA 
'ALA ’L-MALAKAINI BI-BABILA HARUTA WA-MARUTA 

§ Tabari gives several opinions about the meaning of *ma» at the beginning 
of this passage. According to the first opinion [=*Ibn 'Abbas, 1670; =>Al-RabT* 
b. Anas, 1671], it is a particle of negation, and the corresponding interpretation 
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of the verse is: They follow the sorcery which the satans recited during the 
reign of Solomon; but neither was Solomon an unbeliever, nor did God send 
sorcery down to the two angels, rather the satans disbelieved and taught 
sorcery to the people in Babil — Harut and Marut. In this case, Tabari says, the 
two angels are Gabriel and Michael, because Jewish sorcerers falsely claimed 
that God sent down sorcery to Solomon through Gabriel and Michael, and the 
Qur’in denies this; and Harut and Marut are the names of the two men to 
whom they taught sorcery in Babil. According to the second opinion, «ma» 
means ‘that which’. Harut and Marut are accordingly the names of two angels 
to whom sorcery — different from that which the satans received— was sent 
down at Babil. 

=>'Abd Allah r b. Mas’ud 1 : 

« r A n nd that which was sent down upon Babil’s two angels, 
Harut and Marut*. They were two angels who were sent down 
to judge among men. That is, the angels scoffed at the laws of 
mankind. (...) A woman came to them for judgement, and 
they were biased towards her. Then they prepared to rise up r to 
heaven" 1 , but they were barred from r doing 1 this. They were 
given to choose between the punishment of this world and the 
punishment of the Hereafter, and they chose they punishment 
of this world. 

Qatada r , who reported this from Ibn Mas'ud 1 said: ‘Then they 
taught the people sorcery, but, before they taught anyone, they 
had to say: «‘We are but a temptation, do not disbelieve.’ » [1672] 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

As for His words « r A 1 nd that which was sent down upon Babil’s 
two angels, Harut and Marut*, this was another Hcind 1 of sorcery 
•"using 1 which r thejews n also disputed with •"Muhammad 1 , which 
means that they disputed with him fusing 1 what had been sent 
down to the two angels; and when the angels taught mankind 
what they said about what was happening among them, and it was 
acted upon, it was sorcery. [1673; see 1646, of which this is the 
completion] 

^►Qatada: 

« r The satans taught 1 the people sorcery, and that which was sent 
down to the two angels*. Sorcery is of two •’kinds 1 : the sorcery 
which the satans teach, and the sorcery which Harut and Marut 
teach. [1674] 


=> Ibn ‘Abbas: 

r « r A n nd that which was sent down upon Babil’s two angels, Harut 
and Marut* was 1 how to separate a man and his wife. [1675] 

(...) 

question: Is it admissible that God sends down sorcery, or that His 
angels teach it to people? 

reply: God sent down both good and evil, and explained all this to 
His servants and revealed it to His Messengers, commanding them to 
teach His creatures and acquaint them with what He has made lawful 
for them and what unlawful, like adultery, theft, and the other sins 
which He has informed them of and forbidden them to commit. 
Sorcery is one of these sins which He has told them about, and 
forbidden them to practise. 

There is no sin in knowing about sorcery, just as there is no sin in 
knowing how to make wine, sculpt idols, r or make 1 stringed 
instruments and games, the sin is in making them and setting them up. 
Likewise, there is no sin in knowing about sorcery, the sin is in practising 
it, and in harming with it someone whom it is not lawful to harm. 

Thus there is no evil in God’s sending it down to the two angels, nor 
in their teaching those to whom they taught it, for they . . . taught 
them with God’s knowledge . . ., after telling them that they were a 
trial, and after forbidding sorcery, its practice, and unbelief, to them. 
The only sin is if someone learned it from them and practised it, for 
God has forbidden its practice. . . . 

§ According to a third opinion, also, «ma» means ‘that which’, but it refers 
specifically to the knowledge of how to sunder a man from his wife 
[=>Mujahid, 1677]. A fourth opinion allows both «ma» as a negative particle, 
and *ma» as a relative pronoun [=>A 1 -Qasim b. Muhammad, 1678, 1679]. 
Tabari prefers the interpretation of *ma» as a relative pronoun and not as a 
negative particle, and of Harut and Marut as the names of the previously 
mentioned two angels; he then goes over other opinions giving reasons against 
them, mostly based on the difficulties that ensue in interpreting the rest of 
the verse. 

(■■•> 

r Here we shall 1 mention some of the Traditions which explain 
•"who 1 the angels •are 1 , and those who have said that Harut and Marut 
are the angels whom God mentioned in His words « in Babil*: 
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=>Ibn 'Abbas: 

God split open the heaven for His angels to see what mankind was 
doing, and, when they saw them committing wrongs, they said: 
‘O Lord, these humans whom You created with Your hand, to 
whom You made Your angels prostrate, to whom You taught the 
names of everything, are committing wrongs.’ He said: ‘But if 
you were in their place, you would be doing the same things.’ 
They said: ‘Glory be to You, it ought not to happen with us!’ (...) 
They were commanded to choose who would be sent down to 
earth. (...) They chose Harut and Marut, and they were sent down 
to earth. And everything was made lawful for them there except 
that they were not to associate anything with God, not to steal, 
not to commit adultery, not to drink wine, and not to kill 
anyone — which God had made unlawful except by right. 

(...) They were not there long before a woman appeared to 
them to whom half of r alP beauty had been given, and she was 
called Baidhakht. When they saw her, they wanted to commit 
adultery with her, but she said: ‘No, not unless you associate 
partners 1 with God, drink wine, kill someone, and prostrate 
before this idol.’ They said: ‘We cannot associate anything with 
God!’ Then one of them said to the other: ‘Return to her.’ But she 
said: ‘No, not until you drink wine.’ So they drank until they 
were drunk. Then a beggar came in to them, and they killed him. 
And when they had fallen into the evil they were in, God split 
apart the sky for the angels, and they said: ‘Glory be to You. You 
know better!’ (...) So God inspired Solomon, the son of David, to 
make the two r angels^ choose between the chastisement of this 
world and the chastisement of the Hereafter, and they chose the 
chastisement of this world. They were put in fetters from their 
ankles to their necks, like the necks of bactrian camels, and they 
were placed in Babil. [1681, and =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas, 1687 — an 
expanded version. See also =>Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn 'Abbas, 1682; 
=>Ka*ab al-Ahbar, 1684, 1685; =>Nafi*, 1688] 

=^-Al-SuddT: 

One of the things about Harut and Marut was that they criticized 
the people of the earth and their legal rulings. So they were told: ‘I 
gave mankind ten carnal desires, and it is through these that they 
disobey Me.’ Harut and Marut said: ‘O Lord, if You gave us these 
carnal desires we would descend, and we would judge with 


justice.’ He said to them: ‘Go down, I have given both of you 
these ten carnal desires, so judge between the people.’ So they 
came down to Babil in Dunbawand, and they judged until the 
evening when they ascended, and when it was morning they came 
down. 

They continued thus until a woman came to them to bring a 
complaint against her husband, and they wondered at her beauty. 
Her name was al-Zuhara (Venus) in Arabic, Baidhakht in 
Nabatean, and AnahTdh in Persian. Then one of them said to the 
other: ‘How she delights me!’ And the other said: ‘I wanted to tell 
you, but I was ashamed in front of you.’ The other said: ‘Do you 
want me to mention it to her?’ He said: ‘Yes, but what about our 
being punished by God?’ The other said: ‘We shall hope for God’s 
mercy.’ Then, when she came to bring the complaint against her 
husband, they spoke to her about herself, but she said: ‘No, not 
until you give judgement in my favour against my husband.’ So 
they found for her against her husband, and she promised a 
meeting with them among some ruins to come to her there. So 
they came to her accordingly. And when one of them wanted to 
have sexual intercourse with her, she said: ‘No, I r wilP not do this 
until you both tell me what words you say to ascend to heaven, 
and what words you say to come down therefrom.’ So they told 
her, and she uttered them and ascended; but God made her forget 
what she could come down with, so she stayed where she was, and 
God made her a star. — Whenever ‘Abd Allah b. 'Umar saw her he 
would curse her and say: ‘This is the one who seduced Harut and 
Marut!’ — When night came, the two of them wanted to ascend, 
but they could not, and they knew they were ruined. They were 
given the choice between the chastisement of this world and the 
Hereafter, and they chose the former rather than the latter. So 
they were hung up in Babil, and they started to speak to the 
people in their speech, and that was sorcery. (1686; also =>'A 1 I b. 
AbITalib, 1683; =>Mujahid, 1689} 

§ Taban records the variant reading malikaitti (=two kings), which, he says, 
corresponds to the interpretation of Harut and Marut as two men, which he 
has already dismissed on rational grounds. He dismisses this variant reading on 
the grounds that the authoritative reciters are unanimous in rejecting it. 

As for . . . « Babil », it is the name of a town or place on earth. 
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|t]: «babil»: first opinion: Some said it was Babil in 

Dunbawand. [=>A 1 -Suddl, 1690, the same as 1686 above] 

second opinion: Some said that it was Babylon (Babil ‘Iraq). 
[=>‘A’isha, 1691] 

(t): «sihr/ sorcery»: first opinion: Some said it was 

deception — tricks and meanings which the sorcerer produces so that it 
seems to the person for whom it is being done that it is the opposite of 
what is Actually 1 there, like someone who sees a mirage from afar and 
it seems to him that it is water . . . [=>'A’isha, 1692, 1693; =>'Urwa b. 
al-Zubair and Sa‘Td b. al-Musaiyib, 1694 — all of these Traditions 
concern a Jew of the Banu Zuraiq who bewitched Muhammad]. 
Those who hold this opinion deny that the sorcerer is able to change 
something from what it really is. . . . They say: If sorcerers could 
generate bodies and change the realities of things from the forms they 
were in, there would be no separation between truth and falsehood .... 
They r also n say that in God’s description of Pharaoh’s sorcerers, when 
he says « And lo, it seemed to him, by their sorcery, their ropes and staffs 
were sliding* (20: 66), and in the Tradition’s 1 from'A’isha [1692, 1693] 
about the Messenger of God, that when he was bewitched it seemed to 
him that he did something, when he did not, r in these two texts 1 is the 
clearest of proofs of the falsity of those who claim that the sorcerer 
generates the things themselves by his sorcery .... 

second opinion: Others said that the sorcerer is able to change a 
man into a donkey, to bewitch the man and the donkey, to generate 
things and bodies. 

=>‘Urwa b. al-Zubair: 

‘A’isha, the wife of the Prophet, may God bless him and grant him 
peace, said: ‘A woman from the people of Dumat al-Jandal came 
to me. She arrived seeking the Messenger of God after he had 
recently died, to ask him about some sorcery which she had 
become involved in but had not practised.’ 

‘A’isha said to 'Urwa: ‘O son of my sister, I noticed that she 
cried when she did not find the Messenger of God to comfort her. 
She cried until I showed compassion for her. §he said: “I am afraid 
that I have been ruined! I had a husband who left me, and an old 
woman came to me and I complained to her about this. She said: 

‘If you do what I tell you, I shall make him come •"back 1 to you.’ 


Then, when night fell, she came to me with two black dogs; she 
mounted one of them, and I the other. In no time at all we had 
stopped in Babil, where there were two men suspended by their 
feet. They said: ‘What has brought you here?’ I said: ‘I would 
learn sorcery.’ They said: ‘We are but a trial, do not disbelieve, 
return.’ I refused, and said: ‘No.’ They said: ‘Go to that oven and 
urinate into it.’ So I went, but I was terrified and did not do Ht 1 . 

I went back to them, and they said: ‘Have you done Ht 1 ?’ I said: 
‘Yes.’ They said: ‘Did you see anything?’ I said: ‘I did not see 
anything.’ They said to me: ‘You did not do it; go back to your 
country, do not disbelieve.’ But I stayed put and refused r to go 1 . 
They said: ‘Go to that oven and urinate into it.’ 1 went, but I 
trembled with fright. Then I returned to them and said: ‘I did 
r itV They said: ‘What did you see?’ I said: ‘I did not see 
anything.’ They said: ‘You are lying; you did not do it. Go back 
to your country and do not disbelieve. You are in control of 
your affairs.’ But I stayed put and refused r to go 1 . They said: ‘Go 
to that oven and urinate in it.’ So I went there and urinated into 
it, and I saw a horseman wearing an iron mask come out of me 
and go up into the sky; he disappeared from my view so that I 
could not see him. Then I came to them and said: ‘I have done 
•it 1 !’ They said: ‘What did you see?’ I said: ‘ r l saw 1 a horseman in 
an iron mask come out of me and go up into the sky till I could 
not see him.’ They said: ‘You are speaking the truth. That was 
your faith leaving you. Go.’ I said to the r old 1 woman: ‘I learned 
nothing. They told me nothing!’ She said: ‘No. You will not 
wish for anything without it happening. Take this wheat and 
sow it.’ So I sowed it, and said: ‘Sprout!’, and it sprouted. Then I 
said: ‘Burgeon forth!’, and it burgeoned forth. Then I said: 
‘Ripen!’, and it ripened. Then I said: ‘Harden!’, and r the grain 1 
hardened. Then I said: ‘Be milled!’, and r the grain 1 was milled. 
Then I said: ‘Be baked!’, and it was baked. When I saw that 
everything I wished for would happen, I was horror-struck, and, 
by God, I repented, O mother of the faithful! By God, I have 
never done any Sorcery 1 , nor will I ever.”’ [1695] 

Those who hold this opinion . . . say that if the sorcerer were not able to 
do what he claimed he could do, he would not be able to sunder a man 
from his wife, . . . but God has said that Sorcerers 1 learned from the 
two angels how to sunder a man from his wife. If that were not 
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something that really happened, but were only deception and 
imagination, it would not be a true sundering, whereas God has stated 
that they really sunder r them n . 

third opinion: Others said instead that sorcery is ‘seizure by the 
evil eye*. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA YU'ALLIMA NI MIN AHADIN 
HATTA YAQULA INNA-MA NAHNU FITNATUN 
FA-LA TAKFUR 

If The two angels did not teach anyone the sundering of man and 
wife which was sent down to them without saying to them: ‘We are 
but an affliction and a trial to mankind, so do not disbelieve in your 
Lord.’ 

=>A 1 -Suddl: 

When someone came to them, i.e., to Harut and Marut, wanting 
sorcery, they admonished him and said to him: ‘Do not disbelieve, 
we are but a trial.’ And if he scorned r their warning 1 they would 
say to him: ‘Come to these ashes and urinate on them.’ And when 
he urinated on them, a brilliant light would come forth from him 
and go up to the sky — and that was faith — , and something black 
like smoke would approach and go into his ears and everything of 
his — and that was God’s wrath. And when he told them about this 
they would teach him sorcery. These are God’s words: « they did not 
teach any man without saying: ‘We are but a trial; do not 
disbelieve.’* [1696. See also =>A 1 -Hasan aI-Ba§ri, 1697, 1700; 
=>Qatada, 1698; =>Ma‘mar, 1699; =>IbnJuraij, 1701] 

As for *jitnatun», in this place it means ‘test’, ‘trial’. . . [^Qatada, 
1702]. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF FA-YATA ‘ALL AM UNA MIN-HUMA 
MA YU FARRIQU N A BI-HI BAJNA ’l-MAR‘ I WA-ZAUJI-Hl 

The two of them taught no one until they had said: ‘We are but a 
temptation’, but r the people 1 refused to accept this from them, so they 
learned from them how they might sunder a man and his wife. 

(...) 


§ Tabarf is of the opinion that there is no connection implied in the verse 
between the two angels’ teaching these people how to sunder man and wife 
and the satans teaching the people sorcery. 

(...) 

§ In accordance with his previous explanation of sorcery, Tabari says that the 
sorcerer effects the sundering of man and wife by making them appear to each 
other as the opposite of what they really are. He thus does not cause their 
separation directly, but through the intermediary of his ability to make people 
see things other than they are. The Arabs, he says, call the originator of 
something its cause, even if that thing does not issue directly from it. 4 In 
support of his interpretation, he quotes from Qatada [1703] that the sundering 
is effected by making each of them hateful to the other. 

(...) 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-MA HUM 
BI-DARRIN A B I- HI M I N A H A D I N 
ILLA Bl-IDHNI ’lLAHI 

If Those who learned from the two angels, Harut and Marut, how 
to sunder man and wife did no harm to anyone through what they 
learned from them . . . except to those that God had determined would 
be harmed by that. However, those from whom God averted His harm 
and preserved from the evil consequences of sorcery, magic blowing 
and charms ( sihr , tiafth, ruqd), will not be harmed by it, or suffer its 
harmful effects. 

There are several aspects to r the word 1 idhn ( = permission) in the 
speech of the Arabs. One of them is r that it is 1 a command with no 
complusion. But it cannot be r the meaning in this passage 1 . . ., because 
God has made the sundering of man and wife other than by sorcery 
unlawful, so how much more r if it be done 1 by sorcery .... Another 
r aspect is that it means 1 letting the person who is given it have his own 
way in it ... . Another r aspect is that it is 1 knowledge of something; 
with respect to this aspect, one says ‘I was informed ( udhintu ) about this 
matter’ . . ., J and this is the meaning of the verse, as if He said: Yet 
they did not hurt anyone with what they learned from the two 
angels without God’s knowledge; i.e., Without 1 the fact that they 
would hurt him existing already in God’s knowledge [=>Sufyan 
al-Thauff, 1704]. 
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THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-YATA'ALLAM UNA 
MA YADURRU-HUM WA-LA YANFA'U-HUM 

The people who learned from the two angels the meaning which 
sunders man from wife which was sent down to these two . . . learned 
from them the sorcery which harmed them in their religion and was of 
no benefit to them in their Return, although in the affairs of this world 
they gained from it and made a living from it. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-QAD ‘A LI MU LA-MANI 
’SHTARA-HU MALA-HU FI ’ L-AKHIRATI MIN KHALAQIN 

If The party r of Jews 1 who, when a Messenger from God came to 
them confirming what was with them, cast the Book of God behind 
their backs as though they knew not, and followed what the satans 
recited during Solomon’s reign, . . . knew that whoever buys sorcery at 
the price of My Book which I sent down to My Messenger r , 
Muhammad, 1 and prefers it shall have no share in the world to come 
[=>Qatada, 1705; =>A 1 -Suddi, 1706; =>Mujahid, 1707; =>Ibn Zaid, 
1708]. 

§ Tabari explains that the meaning here is one of an oath, as if God said: 
‘They knew that, by God, whoever 

(•■•) 

[t]: «khalaq»: first opinion: Some said that in this place 
khaldq meant ‘share’ [=*-Mujahid, 1709; =>Al-SuddT, 1710; =^-Sufyan 
al-Thaufi, 1711]. 

second opinion: Some said that khaldq here rmeans 1 ‘proof 
( hujja )' [=>Qatada, 1712]. 

third opinion: Others said that khaldq r here means 1 ‘religion’ 
[=>A 1 -Hasan al-Ba$rI, 1713]. 

FOURTH opinion: Others said that khaldq here f'means 1 ‘support 
( qiwdm)’ . 

fABARi’s opinion: The most correct of these opinions is that of 
those who said that khaldq here means ‘share’. For this is its meaning in 
the speech of the Arabs .... Thus it is with His words « shall have no 
share in the world to come*, Tie., 1 shall have no part of the Garden in 


the Hereafter. . . . He means by that that they shall have no share of 
good things there, but that they will have their share there of evil 
things. 

THE INTERPRETATION OF WA-LA-BI’SA MA SHARAW BI-HI 
ANFUSA-HUM LAW KANU YA ' LAM UNA 

*|| Evil then was what those who learned sorcery sold their souls for, 
if they had but known their evil outcome. 

(...) 

§ Tabari answers a possible objection. If those who practised sorcery knew 
that they would have no share in the Hereafter, how could they not know that 
what they sold their souls for was evil? It is, he says, a case of the words being 
in reverse order to the meaning; what it actually means is that those who had 
learned how to separate a man and wife did not know that what they had sold 
their souls for was evil, for some of them did not know God and His 
commands and prohibitions. Then God turns to the party of the Jews who 
were contemporaries of Muhammad and who rejected the Book of God and 
relied on sorcery, and says that they well knew that whoever buys sorcery shall 
have no share of good in the Hereafter. He then rejects a claim that those who 
knew that sorcerers have no share in the Hereafter were the satans while those 
who did not know were men, on the grounds that this contradicts what all the 
interpreters said, i.e., that the former passage referred to Jews rather than to 
satans, and that this is clearly supported by the context. He then mentions an 
opinion that both these passages refer to the same people. They knew that 
sorcerers would have no share of the world to come, but then they did not act 
according to what they knew, and someone who does what he knows he 
should not do can be said, in some sense, not to know what he is doing. 
Although Tabari admits that this interpretation is not, in principle, 
inadmissible, he rejects it on the grounds that it is not understood from the 
ostensive text, and that there is no incontrovertible evidence for the 
correctness of this inferred meaning. 

1 See Exeg. 2: 83, p. 426 and n. 8. 

2 T»ban refers to a discussion about prepositions, particularly about the preposition ila, at Exeg. 
2: 14 (see Sh. & Sh., 1 , 299). 

3 For the interpretation of sihr (-sorcery), see further on in the exegesis of this verse. 

4 Tabari previously made this assertion — while refuting the free will doctrine of the 
Qadariya — as evidence towards the claim that God is, in fact, the cause of the actions of men. See 
Exeg. 1: 7, p. 79 (Sh. & Sh., I, 196). 
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wa-law anna-hum amanu wa-’ttaqaw la-mathuhatun min 'indi ’llahi 
khairun law kanu ya*lamuna 

Yet had they believed, and been God-fearing, a recompense from 
God had been better, if they had but known. 


If those who had learned from the two angels how to sunder a 
man and wife «had believed*, and attested the truthfulness of God and 
His Messenger and what he had brought from their Lord, «and feared* 
their Lord . . . and His chastisement, and obeyed Him by carrying out 
His ordinances and kept away from disobedience to Him, God’s 
recompense and reward for them for their faith in Him and their 
fearing Him would have been better for them than sorcery and what 
they gained from it, «if they had but known* that God’s reward for 
them would have been better for them than ^his" 1 . 

• • • By His words «if they had but known* He denies them the 
knowledge of the extent of God’s reward, and the scale of His reward 
for obedience to Him. 

In the speech of the Arabs mathuba is a verbal noun from r the IV 1 * 1 
form verb 1 athaba ( — to repay, reward). It originally comes from r the I st 
form verb 1 thaba, meaning ‘to return’. Then one r uses the IV 1 * 1 form 
and 1 says *Athtabu-hu ilay-ka (=1 made it return to you)’, and the 
meaning of someone’s recompensing ( ithaba ) someone for a gift or 
whatever is that he gave him something in exchange for it ... . Then 
anyone who gives someone else something in return for an act, a gift, or 
help, which he had previously given him, is called his muthib. From this 
comes God’s thawab for His servants for their acts, meaning His giving 
them recompense and reward for them, so that a compensation for 
what they have done for Him comes back to them [=>Qatada, 1717; 
=>A 1 -Suddl, 1718; =>A 1 -Rabl‘ b. Anas, 1719 — all of which interpret 
« mathiiba* as thawab ]. 

(...) 


Cumulative indices covering all five volumes 
will appear at the end of volume 5. 




